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Allen Graham (“Bon”) Royle
Peter Dowd
Faculty of Engineering, Computer and Mathematical Sciences, The University of Adelaide, Australia

A
llen Graham (“Bon”) Royle died in 
Moreton-in-Marsh on 16 August 
2013 aged 89. By any measure, 
he was a remarkable man with a 

remarkable life story, some of which, relat-
ing to WWII, has only recently come to light 
in its full detail.

As Bon told it, in his inimitable style, 
according to his birth certificate he was 
born on 1 March 1924, whereas according 
to his father he was born on 29 February 
but his father was “not having any of that 
leap-year nonsense”.

Bon was born in Manchester in modest 
circumstances, even for those times. He 
attended Gorse Park Secondary School 
before winning a scholarship to attend 
Stretford Grammar School in 1935. He 
matriculated but the family could not afford 
the further cost for him to enter the sixth 
form and, just after war broke out, he left 
school at sixteen. Throughout his second-
ary schooling Bon’s main academic interest 
had been Chemistry and he determined to 
make it his career. However, his parents had 
other ideas and he was sent to Loreburn 
College to be trained for a career in com-
merce. Financial constraints intervened and 
he left the College to take employment in 
the Sales Department of Turner’s Asbes-
tos Company in Trafford Park, Manchester. 
Deliverance from commerce finally arrived in 
the form of a job from Courtaulds Ltd as a 
laboratory assistant.

The chemical manufacturing plant at 
Courtaulds turned Bon’s interest to a career 
in Chemical Engineering. In the autumn 
of 1940, to further his intended career, he 
enrolled at Manchester College of Technol-
ogy to begin evening classes in mathemat-
ics, physics and chemistry. In the mean-
time, France had fallen, the Battle of Britain 
had been won and the nightly air raids had 
started.

In 1942, at the age of 18, Bon enlisted 
in the Royal Marines. In November of 
the same year, he was one of six newly 
recruited Royal Marines selected to join 
Ian Fleming’s 30 Commando Intelligence 
Assault Unit. The legendary exploits of this 
unit were the inspiration for the James Bond 

novels and their story, including Bon’s role, 
was published in Nicholas Rankin’s 2011 
book Ian Fleming’s Commandos (Faber and 
Faber). A reviewer of the book noted that 
“as well as being intrepid fighters it seemed 
as much a requisite of joining 30AU that 
the soldiers possessed strong, not to say 
eccentric, personalities”. Whilst perhaps not 
quite eccentric, Bon was certainly unique 
and characterised by wit, warm-hearted 
humour, and the generosity and gracious-
ness of someone completely at ease with 
himself.

The role of the unit was essentially to 
steal German intelligence and its notable 
successes are widely credited with signifi-
cant contributions to code-breaking and, 
as a consequence, of shortening the war. 
As a member of the unit, Bon took part in 
the landings in North Africa, Sicily and Nor-
mandy and in the liberation of Paris and 
thereafter in Yugoslavia, Belgium, Nether-
lands, Denmark and Germany.

Demobbed on 8 May 1946, Bon took 
advantage of a Further Education Training 
Scheme grant to enrol in Mining Engineer-
ing at the University of Leeds. In May 1948 
Bon married Margaret Taylor whom he had 
known since childhood in Stretford and who 
had also recently been demobbed from the 
Women’s Royal Naval Service. He gradu-
ated in 1950 with a First Class Honours 
degree in Mining Engineering.

Immediately after graduation Bon joined 
the Colonial Development Corporation 
(CDC) for a position at Macalder Nyasa 
Mines Ltd in Kenya. Thus began a 12-year 
sojourn in Africa, interrupted only by one 
year in Canada. His three-year appoint-
ment with CDC included 14 months in 
charge of a gold prospect in the Msoma 
district of Tanganyika and two months in 
charge of sulphur investigations in British 
Somaliland.

Following a less than satisfying year at 
Falconbridge Nickel Mines in Sudbury, Can-
ada, Bon and Margaret returned to Africa in 
October 1954 where, until February 1958, 
Bon was Inspector of Mines for the Gov-
ernment of Tanganyika. His final appoint-
ment in Africa was from 1958 to 1962 as 

Assistant Chief Inspector of Mines for the 
Government of Sierra Leone.

Africa was obviously a source of inspira-
tion for Bon. The many stories he told of 
his time in Africa are reminiscent of those 
of Alexander McCall Smith’s novels of Bot-
swana, and Bon told them with the same 
humour and affection for the people of 
those countries. Africa was also where Bon 
developed his interest in mineral resource 
and reserve estimation and in the theory 
and practice of sampling, which were later 
to become his primary research and teach-
ing interests as an academic.

By 1962 with two very young children 
(Graham and Nicholas) it was time to return 
to the UK. The family moved to Lichfield 
and from 1963 to 1969 Bon was a Lecturer 
in Mathematics and Physics at Tamworth 
College of Further Education. In 1970 he 
was appointed Lecturer in the Department 
of Mining at the University of Leeds and 
this gave him the opportunity to formalise 
the practical aspects of mineral resource 
estimation and sampling and to begin his 
significant contribution to their academic 
development.

After attending the 1970 summer school 
in the newly emerging discipline of Geosta-
tistics at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des 
Mines de Paris in Fontainebleau he set up 
his own summer school in Geostatistics at 

Bon Royle
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Leeds, which ran for many years at Leeds 
and at the Mackey School of Mines in Reno, 
Nevada. In 1977 he established the MSc in 
Geostatistics at Leeds, which was offered 
continuously until 2003 and was the first 
such programme offered anywhere in Eng-
lish.

Bon was instrumental in the dissemina-
tion of Geostatistics in the English-speaking 
world and in translating it into a practical 
and meaningful language that contributed 
significantly to its understanding and imple-
mentation both in academe and in industry. 
His approach to the theory and practice of 
sampling followed the same path. Among 
his many achievements in this field Bon 

translated into English the entire French 
manuscript of Gy’s book, Sampling for Ana-
lytical Purposes (1996). This was the decid-
ing achievement in the selection of Bon as 
the first recipient of the Pierre Gy Sampling 
Gold Medal at the first World Conference 
on Sampling and Blending in 2003. The 
award is made for “distinguished service in 
disseminating the Theory of Sampling” and, 
on this first occasion, it was made on the 
insistence of the theory’s founding father, 
in recognition of what Gy considered to be 
vital help at a crucial time in the develop-
ment of the sampling theory.

Following retirement in 1989, Bon 
remained active in teaching and research 

as an Honorary Lecturer at the University 
of Leeds. He also completed a PhD on the 
Sampling and evaluation of gold deposits, 
awarded in 1995, and which stands as a 
major contribution to the field. He was still 
publishing papers and writing his own soft-
ware for sampling up until a few months 
before he died.

Bon is survived by two sons, Graham and 
Nicholas, and their families. His wife, Mar-
garet, died in 2006.

(No-one knows the origin of the nick-
name "Bon" and, if Bon knew, he never told 
anyone, including his family. He was, how-
ever, universally known as Bon.)
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