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Fanny Wilson Shawcross 

 

Fanny was born in 1833 in Manchester. She was the result of a relationship between her 

mother, Mary Ellen, and a Robert Henry Hird Wilson.  At the time Mary Ellen was 22, and 

Robert was 17. We do not know why they did not marry or how long the relationship 

lasted, but we do know that they kept in contact during  Fanny’s childhood. 

  

In 1833 having an illegitimate child would have carried a certain amount of stigma. In 

various census returns Mary Ellen states that she is a widow, although there is no record 

of her ever being married. Mary Ellen lived and died as a Shawcross, although she did 

include Fanny’s fathers name “Wilson” as Fanny’s middle name.  It is likely that she 

classed herself as a widow to protect Fanny from gossip and also as not to hinder her 

own search for employment as a school teacher.   

 

It is not known when they moved to Cheshire, but a letter dated December 1850, from 

Fanny’s father says he may visit Fanny at the end of December in Warrington. Fanny 

would have been16 years old at that time and at St Elphin’s Clergy School in Warrington. 

The boarding school had opened in 1844 for the daughters of clergy, which begs the 

question as to how Fanny enrolled. 

  

Robert Henry Hird Wilson became a solicitor living in various places including Lincoln and 

London. In 1860, aged 46, he married a Jane Milsom who was aged 19, and they had 

two children. His bride was six years younger than his daughter. From beautifully scripted 

letters that he wrote, we do know that he did infrequently write to Fanny; letters which 

contained basic chit-chat. The letters are dated from 1850 - 1859 when Fanny was aged 

16 to 25 years.  The last is dated 1859 and written just a year before he married. He 

died in 1868 aged 51 in Chelsea when Fanny was 34 and Mary Ellen 56. He left what he 

had (which was very little) to his wife and two children, with no mention of Mary Ellen or 

Fanny. 

 

In 1861 Fanny was working at the national school in Stretton, south of Warrington, with 

Isaac Walton as school master. She remained at the village school until approximately 

1880 when she moved to teach in the school at Higher Walton.  

  

The census returns of 1891 show Fanny and her mother living at Higher Walton. They 

would have been reasonably well off as they were able to afford a live-in domestic 

servant. Fanny gave her occupation as a ‘first class governess certified school teacher’. 

Ten years later in the census of 1901 Fanny was recorded as a visitor to Eccles aged 67.  

 

In 1893 Mary Ellen died aged 81, and by 1911 Fanny had moved down the hill to 

Alexandra Terrace, Chester Road in Lower Walton. She was accompanied by a domestic 

servant.   

 

Fanny died in 20 March 1920 in Lower Walton, Warrington and left a significant legacy 

(£3,255) to her cousin William Whitehead.  In 2015 this equates to around £140,000.  

Fanny had been a witness at his wedding to Emma Wolstencroft in September 1877 in 

Tonge. By contrast her solicitor father left effects of under £100 to his widow. 

 

Both Mary Ellen and Fanny are buried at Higher Walton. 

 

https://strettonhistory.wordpress.com/


Clare Olver https://strettonhistory.wordpress.com/ July 2015 

 

 

 

Based on information kindly provided by Dave and Carol Cooper, related to Fanny Wilson 

Shawcross. Other references include parish and census records accessed through 

Ancestry on 5 July 2015. 
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