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The South African Cockshutts - Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt 

Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt was born 1 November 1894 at Preston, Lancashire, 

England, the son of Nicholas (1863-1938) and Mary Alice Cockshutt nee Witham 

(1865-circa 1900). His mother Mary Alice had died in about 1900 and he was brought 

up by his step-mother, Elizabeth Mary Egan (known as “Bess”, 1876-1947).  

 

His family lived in Preston at 23 West Cliff Road and in Lytham. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He attended Stonyhurst College and was subsequently apprenticed as a Motor 

Engineer with Leyland Motors near Preston. 

Upon the outbreak of World War 1, Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt enlisted in the Royal 

Army Service Corps as a Private soldier, but shortly after enlistment was 

Commissioned Temporary Lieutenant into the 1st Cavalry Bde, later to be appointed 

Officer Commanding 3rd Cavalry Division Train and served on active duty in France. 

He was discharged from full-time service in 1920, but remained on the Reserve List of 

Officer until December 1921. He was awarded the 1914 Star and the Victory Medals.  
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In 1920 he travelled to South Africa as a junior manager with Leyland Motors to help 

establish the company’s business in South Africa.  

On 7 March 1921, shortly after his arrival in South Africa, he married Violet Avis 

Attwell, nee Spendlove, a divorcee of 28 years at Sea Point, near Durban, South 

Africa.  
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She had two sons, Grahame Hugh Attwell (1914-1955?) and John Raymond Attwell 

(1918-2003) who were brought up with their step-father’s surname – Cockshutt. 

Graham Hugh Attwell, known as Cockshutt, was baptised at St George Cathedral, 

Cape Town in the presence of his father, Edward Hugh Attwell and his grandmother 

Mary Attwell on 22 February 1915. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It will be noted that John Raymond Attwell is said to have been born in Cape Town on 

5 August 1918, one and a half years before Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt arrived in 

Cape Town from Southampton, in late March 1920, having embarked for South Africa 

on 8th March that year. No record of John Raymond’s birth or baptism has been 

located in the records available on-line. 
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Violet Avis Spendlove was born 1893 in Cape Town South Africa, daughter of George 

and Emma Spendlove. She had married Edward Hugh Attwell (1888-1950) in Cape 

Town, South Africa on an unknown date. Extensive searches of the available online 

records failed to find a record of Violet Avis Attwell’s marriage or divorce from her 

husband, Edward Hugh Attwell (1888-1950) although it appears that they had ended 

their relationship by 1918. 

It seems possible that Violet had met Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt either in England 

or in France during WW1 since she had returned to South Africa before the end of the 

war in May 1918, five or six months pregnant with John Raymond Attwell, known as 

Cockshutt, who was born on 5 August 1918. 

 

Violet’s first husband, Edward Hugh Attwell (1888-1950) died in Islington, London on 

13 November 1950. 
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British Passenger List records show that Nicholas Cockshutt, and his wife Mrs Violet A 

Cockshutt, travelled extensively between South Africa and England during the period 

1925 to 1935. 

Violet Avis Cockshutt died on 7 July 1939 in Johannesburg, South Africa, her death 

recorded in the Transvaal Estates Death Index Reference 3026/39. 
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In March 1944, Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt, aged 49, “Manager Leyland Motors”, is 

recorded as having travelled alone aboard the “Empress of Scotland” from Durban, 

South Africa to Liverpool. 

In November 1946, Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt is recorded in the South African 

Biological Index as resident at 12 Park Lane Mansions, Empire Road, Johannesburg. 

His interests are listed as Cape Town City and Country Club, the Rand Club, and his 

recreational interest as golf. 

It will be noted that Violet Avis Cockshutt’s death certificate lists Graham Hugh Attwell 

born 27 December 1914 and John Raymond Attwell, born 5 August 1918 as her 

children by her first marriage. It states that there were no children to her marriage to 

Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt. It also shows N Cockshutt as her surviving spouse 

present at her death. 

The Nicholas Cockshutt (1863-1938) [her father-in-law] version of events is that 

Violet Avis Attwell had divorced her first husband, the father of Graham and John, and 

that following Violet’s marriage to Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt on 7 March 1921, the 

two children to the first marriage, then aged 7 and 3, took the name of their step-

father and were brought up as Cockshutts. 

Since the records show that both Edward Hugh Attwell (1896-?) and his mother Mary 

Attwell were present at Graham Hugh’s baptism in February 1915, it would appear 

most likely that Graham was indeed Edward and Violet’s son.  

Both Timothy Cockshutt (1950 - ) and Nicholas Cockshutt (1948-  ), sons of John 

Raymond Attwell (1918-2003),  Violet’s grandsons, were also brought up as a 

Cockshutts although there seems to be some doubt in the family as to whether their 

father, John Raymond Cockshutt was the natural child of Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt. 

Timothy Cockshutt, Violet’s grandson tells the following version of events. He states: 

“I am pretty certain that my father was not Edward Hugh Attwell’s son, [John 

Raymond Attwell (1918-2003)] given the fact that Violet Avis and Edward 

separated early on in their marriage. (She discovered that she was accidentally 

given a fur coat from the fur store that was intended for his girlfriend (my 

mother [Violet Avis Cockshutt] was the source I believe, from my father)).   

Violet Avis ended up working at the Front as a nurse in the 1st World 

War.  There was a story (from Violet Avis to my father) that Violet Avis and 

Edward [Edward Hugh Attwell] had met up and reconciled for one night on a 

boat to the Front.  My father did not seem to believe the story but at least it 

kept him being legitimate with that story, and he did believe that Violet Avis 

had got involved with an “officer with a Lancashire Regiment” at the Front.  My 

father never had an inkling that McKelvie could be his father.  

I have assumed that Violet Avis did not eventually divorce until after my father 

was born; presumably Violet Avis got pregnant and left the Front to return to 
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Cape Town (or Johannesburg where my father was born).  Presumable, Graham 

Hugh was looked after by someone (Violet Avis’ mother or Mary Attwell, the 

mother-in-law) while Violet Avis was working at the Front).  On her death bed, 

Violet Avis wanted to tell her something but my father refused to listen to her 

(source from my mother, certainly from my father).  Obviously, there were 

millions of candidates to be my grandfather at the Front.” 

So it appears that there is some suggestion that during WW1 Violet had an affair 

while away from her husband and became pregnant to an un-named “officer of the 

Lancashire Regiment”. It seems at least possible that that this officer was in fact Lt. 

Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt, or, it may simply be a coincidence that the Cockshutt 

family had a close association with the East Lancashire Regiment and several 

members of the family serving with that Regiment during WW1.   

Preston, in Lancashire, where Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt and his family lived was 

the traditional recruiting area for the East Lancashire Regiment. Edmund Cockshutt, a 

cousin of Lt Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt, also served in the East Lancashire 

Regiment. It is not unreasonable to suggest that Nicholas McKelvie’s service in the 

Royal Army service Corps would have been a part of the support services for the East 

Lancashires at the Front. 

  

  

 

Timothy Cockshutt has made the following comments: 

“The record of the boat from Cape Town to London1 is particularly intriguing as 

it may be the exact time when Violet Avis separated from Edward Hugh, taking 

2 year old Graham Hugh on her own when/after Edward Hugh scratched his 

                                       
1 The Passenger List dated 7 August 1916 for the passengers aboard “Balmoral Castle” lists Lt 

E.H. Attwell, aged 29, Army Officer and Mrs E and Master G.H. Attwell. However the name Lt 

E.H. Attwell, is crossed off the list, suggesting that he was booked but did not sail with his 

family. 

Lt. Edmund Cockshutt of the East Lancashire Regiment 
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trip.  She must have left her son with relatives in England and then gone off to 

be a nurse in France.  Then returning pregnant back to South Africa with 

Graham Hugh in time to give birth to John Raymond on August 5, 1918 in 

Johannesburg. 

I am pretty certain that Mckelvie and Violet Avis lived together from their 

marriage until her death in Johannesburg (his signature on the Death 

Certificate).  Mckelvie paid for both boys to go to boarding school in 

England.  Every two years the boys returned to South Africa during English 

summer holidays and every other year Mckelvie and Violet Avis went to 

England to be with the boys in the summer holidays.  So there should be boat 

trips they were all on between England and South Africa every year through to 

about 1936 when my father finished up at Cheltenham College and returned to 

South Africa to go to the University of Witwatersrand as a Mining 

Engineer.  Mckelvie may have also travelled to England to visit British Leyland 

on regular basis — Mckelvie became the owner of the British Leyland distributor 

for South Africa very quickly during the early 20’s and became very 

wealthy.  He inherited £20,000 in the twenties and bought two Rolls Royces’ — 

he thought he could have a luxury taxi service with the rollers (according to my 

father).” 

An examination of a database of ship’s Passenger Lists revealed that later Violet Avis 

Attwell or Cockshutt travelled regularly between England and South Africa in the the 

years 1916-1935. 

Passenger records for the “Winchester Castle” departing Southampton for South 

Africa on 21 August 1952, list Mr N. McK. Cockshutt, aged 57 and a “Mrs. Cockshutt”, 

aged 46. This confirms the family story indicating that Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt 

remarried after his first wife died. No record could be found of the marriage in the 

available on-line databases, however Nicholas’s Death Notice records Jocelyn Mary 

Cockshutt as his widow. 

Nicholas McKelvie Cockshutt died in Johannesburg in 1956 (Transvaal Estates Death 

Index Ref: 4977/56) 

The following trees explain the family relationship between Timothy Cockshutt and 

Nicholas McKelvie and Violet Cockshutt (based on the presumption that John 

Raymond Cockshutt was in fact the son). 

  



9 

 

 

 

 



10 

 

 

 



11 

 

 

 



12 

 

 

 

 

 


