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Foreword by Gordon and Nigel Wilson

In March 1993 our mother, Alison Wilson, presented us with a document she wanted us to read. It turned out to be the ‘Before’ section of her extraordinary life story, the second part of which we would not see until after our mother’s death in 2005. Having reflected long and hard on the right time to reveal the truth, she had invited us to dinner and given each of us a copy of the first part of the text she had written, six years earlier, while sequestered at a Carmelite Monastery in Wales. What we learned that night turned our view of our own lives – and that of our parents – upside down. We discovered that Alec – our father, and our mother’s beloved husband – had not only been a prolific thriller writer and an MI6 agent but also, shockingly, a bigamist. The two ‘distant cousins’ who had attended our father’s funeral were, in fact, our half-brothers. Completely stunned by the revelations, at this point we did not try and contact them. However, all that was to change later, as further unsettling information came to light.

Our mother, Alison McKelvie, was born on 6 August 1920 in Moresby, Cumberland (as Cumbria was then known). Most of her young life was spent in Drigg, near Whitehaven, where her father George McKelvie practised as a solicitor. She first met Alec – Alexander Wilson – in 1940, when she was working at what is now called MI6, intercepting all the telephone calls from foreign missions in London. Thrown together in the war-torn capital, Alison quickly fell in love with her dashing suitor. ‘He was likeable, kind, gentle, quiet, abstemious . . .’ Alec made no secret of the fact he had been married and had a son aged around ten, but claimed that his wife had walked out on him and that his divorce was being finalised. He had connections to the prestigious dukes of Marlborough, he told Alison’s parents; he owned a large house but it had been requisitioned, he said, to explain why it would not be available until after the war.

In the heightened atmosphere of a London under attack by German bombers, the relationship between Alec and our mother developed rapidly. Having miraculously survived a direct hit on her flat Alison, now homeless, moved into Alec’s boarding house. They soon became lovers. Alec, under pressure from Alison to extricate himself from his previous relationship, eventually claimed, falsely as it turned out, that the divorce had been granted. Our mother was pregnant with Gordon when, on 8th September 1941, she and Alec got married in a Catholic church.

The story of what happened next was set out in the remarkable document that our mother handed us that evening in 1992 and which is now reproduced here. For both of us the revelations were at once shocking and intensely moving. For the first time we were able to gain an understanding as to the extent of her sacrifices and suffering, and of her extraordinary sense of integrity, duty and responsibility. Amid all the other emotions that swirled through us that evening, we both felt incredibly blessed to have had a mother who, in a quiet, undemonstrative way, had shown such exceptional strength of character and purpose. Despite the hugely adverse circumstances in which she found herself, Alison had given us a rock-solid foundation from which to embark on our own lives, a security and stability that came at enormous physical, emotional and mental cost to her. We are both very conscious that we owe everything that we are today to her.

If we had been asked, when growing up, what our mother most loved, apart from her family, we would probably have said three things: poetry, Cumberland and horses. We remember how delighted she was whenever we saw a horse on our rural walks. She used occasionally to go out to ride, sometimes on Rotten Row in Hyde Park, usually with her best friend from school, Judith. Gordon remembers well her love of poetry in his younger years and after her death he recovered from her files several large exercise books full of poems, mostly by other authors, but also some she wrote herself. She always spoke so eloquently of her love of Cumberland, which imbued in us too a love of the region. In 1966 we went, together with Gordon’s fiancée, for a delightful summer holiday, driving and walking around Cumberland. She regaled us with tales about her life as a young girl in the county, and we could all see the pleasure she took in revisiting it. Years before, as schoolboys, we had been invited to spend a month every summer in the magnificent house belonging to Gordon’s godmother, who was like a real fairy godmother to us.

For our mother these must have been brief moments of light and luxury in a life with precious little of either. Alec was a maverick character; the persona he had adopted of a highly respected retired Indian Army officer proved to be very far from the truth. Unbeknown to us, his lack of responsibility and reliability caused huge problems for Alison throughout our childhood; often she had to hold the family together single-handedly while not knowing where the next penny was coming from. At times she could be quite short and, in the account of her life that follows, she expresses regret about her temper, but considering the stress she must have been under, it seems amazing that she was able to function at all on this knife-edge between stability and disaster. With us in tow, she was forced to move rented accommodation on average every year for seventeen years. So after Alec’s sacking from the F.O., she must have felt that nothing worse could follow, but she was wrong. ‘I was responsible for a two-year-old child and seven months pregnant with another. I had no money and nowhere to go. But far, far worse than the fear of my material predicament were the implications regarding A., too horrible to acknowledge.’ However she was devoted to our father, and loved him unreservedly throughout his life. She stuck with him through thick and thin, beyond a level of tolerance that few would countenance these days.

From our perspective, Alexander was a loving, caring and concerned parent, and together they instilled strong principles in us, with great emphasis on courtesy and good manners, integrity and conscientiousness in all we did, underpinned by firm guidance and direction in the practice of our Catholic faith, even though Alison at this stage had not converted. Sport was an important dimension of our lives and, although it was just us and our father who kicked the football around in winter, our mother joined us for cricket games in the park, bowling and strapping on the pads and batting in her turn with a considerable level of competence acquired at Wycombe Abbey.

Alexander died on 4th April 1963, and the impact on Nigel – who was still at school and living at home – was huge. Nigel was playing in the later stages of the prestigious schools seven-a-side tournament at Rosslyn Park that day, and was amazed to see our father turn up, as he had not given any indication that he would be there. It was the last time he would ever see him. Subsequently, he treasured this opportunity he had been given to have that last conversation with Alec, which meant so much to him. In the aftermath of this tragedy he was thrown together with our mother, who had only just come out of hospital herself, having suffered a severe infection after an operation. During this time, Alexander had written a number of loving letters to her, which became even more significant in the aftermath of his death.

For Gordon the situation was very different. He had joined the Navy in May 1960 and by the time of Alec’s death he had left Dartmouth and was in the brand-new frigate, HMS Eskimo, conducting sea acceptance trials in the Channel. The first lieutenant broke the news to him very sympathetically and relieved him of his night watchkeeping duties, Gordon remembers feeling very unemotional, and guilty that he did not feel more distressed. However, when he thought about it later, he remembered – on his last leave – having gone for a walk with our father, who’d had to stop every few yards to catch his breath. He realised he’d been half expecting the bad news.

Once home in Ealing, Gordon was eager to provide as much support to our mother as possible, and one of the ways of doing this was to register his father’s death. Gordon had quite forgotten about this when, just over forty years later, Tim Crook, our father’s biographer, used the register to locate him. Tim was later to be instrumental in reuniting the families.

As he grew older, Gordon came to doubt quite a few of the claims our father had made, and he decided to go to the register of births at Somerset House two weeks after his death. What he found shocked him. The only truth of what he had been told was that Alexander had been born in Dover Castle, but there was nothing to link him to the dukedom of Marlborough, as he had claimed, his parents being Second Class Staff Sergeant Alexander Wilson of the Medical Staff Corps and Annie Wilson, formerly O’Toole. His names were Alexander Joseph Patrick, very different from those listed on Gordon’s birth certificate. Gordon did not tell his mother about this, not wishing to add to her grief, and nor did he tell Nigel, feeling that he was too young to have his image of his father destroyed.

The funeral arrangements were bizarre, and are covered in detail in the memoir. Alison was clearly very stressed in this period, desperate to hide the truth from us both. Neither of us had ever been to a funeral before, let alone one in which a single phrase out of place might have exposed the reality of the situation. This ended the first half of Alison’s life, which changed dramatically when, a few months after our father’s death, she was received into the Catholic Church, with just us present. On her first Communion the next day, she declared her intention for herself: ‘that I would progress in the spiritual life’. For Alec ‘she had only one wish, one concern, one prayer: for his forgiveness and salvation’. Love was still there, despite everything that had happened, and she prayed for Alec every day after that.

Our lives went on as normal. Gordon returned to his ship, from which he came home for occasional weekends and a period of leave before it deployed to the Indian Ocean for a year. During his periods at home he would often go out with Alison and both were amused to be frequently taken for brother and sister. Nigel remained near at hand and, during his time in Oxford, kept in close contact with our mother, initially very worried about the state of her mind after the death. She describes in the first part of her memoir ‘a crushing burden . . . a sadness that seeped into every part of my being. There was no one with whom to share my grief.’ Alison continued to support Nigel through university, including an extra year at Oxford doing a Dip. Ed., giving him the time to win his rugby blue, in front of a full house including Gordon and our mother, at Twickenham.

Through a friend, Alison was introduced to Father Corr, co-founder of the Servite Secular Institute and, according to that friend, ‘a pied piper of souls’. Alison eventually came to the firm conclusion that joining the institute was God’s will, and she took her first vows in August 1967. As Nigel was graduating from university in 1968, Alison was taking the final steps in leaving her past behind – giving up her job, selling the house, journeying into the complete unknown of studying Catholic theology for the Licentiate in Sacred Theology (S.T.L.) at the Jesuit College at Heythrop. From that time on, our mother confounded herself and everyone around her by the way she took on challenges that she would formerly have considered impossible – the will, she felt, was provided by the Holy Spirit. She was the first laywoman to enter the field of Catholic theology in England; she completed five years of study and gained two degrees, and later set up her own course on Christian mysticism, eventually becoming a real expert in all forms of religious mysticism. From the time she took a vow of poverty, she never had to worry about money; there was always enough support for her from charities and other fellow Catholics.

Having encouraged her to study for the S.T.L., Nigel attempted to fill the role as her guardian by listening to her and trying to reduce her stress. One of the final steps our mother took in leaving her past behind was to sell her house. In the memoir, Alison herself describes the serious dilemma she felt at this stage: she needed to push on along the path she had designed for herself, but that sense of need was countered by a real concern about how Nigel would cope with the loss of his domestic base. Both recall the awful symbolism of Nigel’s disappearing down the escalator of the tube station to which she had taken him, waving goodbye to her.

So how did we feel when the revelations about our parents’ lives were uncovered? We both remember feeling stunned, but above all we felt huge waves of compassion towards Alison for all she had suffered. We appreciated how hard it must have been for her to have carried all those secrets throughout her life, and realised what a relief it must have been to unburden herself and tell us the truth after so long. More complex feelings of betrayal, shock or anger towards our father, and admiration and gratitude for our mother, gradually emerged during the following months and years.

It was only after Alison’s death, aged eighty-four, that the second half of her story was revealed in what she called ‘After’. Because of the passion and detail with which she expresses herself in that testimony, no further words here are needed – suffice it to say that our mother saw the second half of her life as the inevitable outcome of the first, that ‘Before’ inexorably led to ‘After’, and that her life thus came full circle and with complete fulfilment.

Those who knew Alison in the latter half of her life would remember her as quiet, modest and a caring but firm grandmother, and a loyal and valued friend to many. She never drew attention to herself, and rarely voiced strong opinions, but nonetheless navigated life with serene dignity, compassion and wisdom, as well as an infectious sense of fun. Only a very few knew the depths of passion, pain and sorrow that she had experienced earlier in her life, or the intensity of her spiritual life which followed. She suffered a whole stream of illnesses with great fortitude, seeming to treat them all as a kind of penance or purgatory on earth. Despite these, her overall physical health was not bad, and once she had recovered from a hip replacement she was still very active in getting around independently. She was often busy for eighteen hours a day, and remained a wonderful guide, rock and friend for Gordon, Mary and Nigel.

She was a grandmother to eight children and great-grandmother to six; she particularly took to the latter role like a duck to water. There is a lovely photograph of her with each of Gordon’s first two grandchildren, born within two months of each other, sitting on each knee. It was so appropriate that – several years later – the last picture ever taken of her was an equally precious photograph, featuring Nigel’s first grandchild, a boy, sitting on her knee a day or two after his birth.

At the end, when she had to have a major operation, she was well prepared. ‘I know the end; He is the end; and I know Him and have ‘‘seen’’ Him.’ We later learned that she had told her parish priest: ‘If called, I am ready to go.’ In the period before her final operation, she had appeared to be as well as she had been for a long time – mentally and physically fit and very lively. When Nigel left our mother in the hospital ward on the late afternoon of 1st August to travel to Matlock for the preparations for his second son’s wedding, he turned back three times wondering whether he should return and tell her that he loved her – but he did not because he did not want her to think it was more than saying goodbye. Gordon had a similar experience the next day, when they were joined for a while by a Catholic priest who said some prayers in a very fulfilling mini service, although she could not receive Holy Communion as she’d had a tracheotomy. Before he left our mother had a look in a mirror and expressed concern that her face did not look too good as a consequence of her operation. Gordon reassured her, but wished that he had gone back to emphasise strongly that in a few days it would be back to normal. However, she knew that she was loved and, to her, death was a release, a reward and a fulfilment; we felt that she had decided that it was time for her to go. She died in the very early hours of the following morning.

It was very important that Alison’s gravestone should be special and fitting, and so the family chose, from a stonemason in Norfolk, a large tablet of Cumberland Green sandstone, with just her name, and an inscription ‘Thy Will Be Done’. She is buried in Addlestone Cemetery, near the little house where she lived in great contentment during her last few years.

There are just two minor errors in the text of her memoirs, which is amazing since she burned all her diaries after 1940 and it is all drawn from her memory. She stated that it was a ‘buzz bomb’ (V-1) that hit her hostel in 1941 (page 26), but these weapons did not enter service until 1944. It is more likely that it was an inert bomb that did its damage by pure momentum: had it exploded we would not be reading this history. Later, she mentions the West Middlesex Hospital (page 48), but this should have been the Central Middlesex: Gordon vividly remembers occasionally visiting Alexander there as a schoolboy.
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