
This is A Few Forgotten Women Story 

 

 

 

This story was written, in April 2024, as one of a series resulting from 

the ‘A Few Forgotten Women Friday’ collaborative research project, 

investigating the lives of women staff and female patients associated 

with the Fleming Memorial Children’s Hospital, Jesmond, 

Northumberland. 

 

Minnie Garrett’s Story 

 

Minnie Garrett was working as a laundress at the Fleming Memorial 

Hospital for Sick Children when the 1891 census was taken on 5 April 

that year1. The return tells us she was single, aged 24 and born in 

Newcastle upon Tyne. Except there is no evidence of a baby called 

Minnie Garrett being born about 1867 in Newcastle, so she must have 

used a nickname. 

 

A quick glance on the Internet shows that Minnie can derive from many 

women’s names, usually Wilhelmina, but others include Minerva, 

Margaret, Amelia or Mary. A search for girls with the surname Garrett 

and variants, born around 1867 in Newcastle upon Tyne, brings up just 8 

possibilities2:  



2 Elizabeths, Susannah, Bridget, Mary Hannah, Martha Ann, Eleanor 

and Louisa. But which is our girl? Minnie is unlikely to be a diminutive for 

the first 3 options, or the last, and it’s an unlikely nickname for Eleanor 

(and a simple check showed Eleanor Garrett died in infancy3). That 

leaves Mary Hannah Garret and Martha Ann Garnett. Could one of 

these have worked as a laundress at Fleming Hospital? Martha was 

living with her family and working as a dressmaker in 18914, according to 

the census of that year, so the most probable option is Mary Hannah 

Garret(t). Mary Hannah was born on 19 March 18675, to Stephen and 

his wife Catherine (or Katherine), nee Watson.  

 

Catherine Watson was baptised on 7 August 18316 and Stephen Garret 

was born on 20 November 18337. They were both from Newcastle upon 

Tyne. In 1861 the census return shows Catherine was a servant in 

Elswick8, an area west of the centre of Newcastle, while Stephen, a 

waggon wright, lived in nearby Westgate with his widowed mother and a 

younger brother9. The couple married later that year10. 

 

In 1871, they lived in Westgate with their children. By now Stephen was 

a wagon inspector, while Catherine was caring for their 2 boys and 2 

girls. Their sons, William Watson and George Robert, were born in 1863 

and 1865 respectively, on the other side of the river Tyne in South 

Shields and were both at school, while their daughters Mary Hannah and 

Evelyn Kate, both born in Newcastle, weren’t old enough to attend11. 

In 1881 the family had moved to Elswick, a little further from Newcastle’s 

centre. Stephen worked as a joiner, William was a grocer, George was 

an ironmonger and 10 year-old Evelyn was at school. Catherine and 

Mary Hannah, who was 14, had no occupation recorded12. Perhaps 

Minnie was assisting her mother at home, because the census shows 



they had 2 other people living with them: Hannah Garret, Stephen’s 74 

year-old widowed mother, and John W Watson, Catherine’s 20 year-old 

nephew, an able seaman. 

 

In 1891 the family was living in the same house. Stephen was still a 

joiner, while William was by then a 27 year-old newsagent. Evelyn, who 

was 20 years old, had no recorded occupation13. Perhaps she had taken 

over from Minnie, helping her mother with the housework, especially as 

they now had 3 boarders and a lodger, none of whom seemed to be 

related to the family. 

 

Minnie and her brother George were not living at home. George, by then 

an ironmonger’s assistant, was married to Mary Elizabeth, nee Bradley, 

and living in Elswick with his wife and 2 daughters14. Minnie had moved 

to Jesmond, north of Newcastle’s centre to work in the Fleming Memorial 

Hospital as a laundress.  

 

There were 2 other women employed in the laundry, Ann Thompson, 

who was 50 and Nora Cotterill, the 18 year old laundry maid1. It must 

have been hard work in a steamy-hot room, coping with the number of 

sheets needed for a hospital with nearly 50 patients. With only 3 women 

living-in and working in the laundry, it’s probable the hospital had 

washing machines the staff could use. In the late Victorian era, women 

at home might use a wooden dolly to agitate cloth in water, a wash-

board to scrub the cloth against, and a mangle to help squeeze out most 

of the water and aid drying15. Wealthy families and institutions like 

hospitals, hotels, and laundry services, would have invested in the latest 

machinery.  



One of the first major manufacturers of washing machines in the UK was 

T Bradford & Co. established in Salford, Lancashire in 1850. They also 

made dairy machines, which sounds incongruous, but both were built to 

churn the contents.  By the 1880s, they sold washing machines in 

different sizes to suit their clientèle, including steam driven machines for 

large institutions16. At the Newcastle Show in 1887 the firm had a stand 

showing their steam laundry machinery. 

 

NEWCASTLE SHOW 

THOMAS BRADFORD and CO., Laundry and  

Dairy Engineers will exhibit 

DOMESTIC LAUNDRY MACHINERY (with recent important 

Stand  improvements), comprising “Vowel” Washing  

No. 140. Machines, Wringers, Mangles, Drying and Airing 

Closets, Laundry Stoves, &c. 

DAIRY MACHINERY… 

STEAM LAUNDRY MACHINERY, comprising Cleaning,  

Stand  Rinsing, Wringing, Drying, Mangling, and Ironing 

No. 155. Machinery. Bradford’s New Patent “Crescent”  

Ironing Machine will be shown in operation.  

BUTTER FACTORY MACHINERY… 

Estimates furnished for fitting up Laundries and Dairies, 

hand power or steam power, complete. 

NEW ILLUSTRATED CATALOGUES may be had at the  

Stands or free by post.17 

 

Hopefully, the Fleming Memorial Hospital, which opened in 1888, had 

such modern facilities. Even so, laundresses like Minnie and Ann, and 

laundry maids like Nora, would have needed to transfer the wet washing 

through the mangle to help dry it, hang the washing to dry almost 

completely, before ironing the sheets and any other laundry as required. 



It would have been hard work and Minnie may have been grateful to 

escape it through marriage, as she did the following year. 

 

In 1892 Mary Hannah Garrett married William MacClachlan Cheyne18.  

William, son of John Cheyne and his wife Elizabeth, nee Anderson, was 

born on 25 May 1868 in Aberdeen, Scotland19. By the mid-1870s the 

Cheyne family had moved to Newcastle upon Tyne20, and in 1881 they 

were living in Byker, east of the city centre. William was at school and 

his father was working as a house carpenter21. William started work for 

the GPO as a postman and when the 1891 census was taken he was 

living with his parents. John was working as a joiner like Minnie’s father 

Stephen22, and perhaps the men worked together on the docks. 

 

Minnie’s father Stephen was mentioned in the local papers in 1896, 

when his colleagues from the locomotive and waggon departments at 

Tyne Dock presented him with “a purse of money, a silk tie, and a pair of 

gloves” in appreciation for him “bringing them their daily papers to work 

during the last few years”23. His elder son was a newsagent, so likely he 

was supporting his business.  

 

By 1901 Minnie and William, who was still working as a postman, lived in 

Elswick. William was the head of the household and shared the home 

with Minnie, his parents John and Elizabeth, and a male boarder24. The 

1900s were touched by sadness, as both of Minnie’s parents died; her 

father Stephen in 190225 and her mother Catherine in 190826. In 1905 

Mary Hannah and William had a daughter called Minnie Watson 

Cheyne27. Tragedy struck the family again when she died, at just 15 

months old, of laryngitis and pneumonia28.  



By 1911 John and Elizabeth Cheyne had moved from the house they 

had shared with William and Minnie. The census taken that year shows 

they were living in one room of a shared house in Elswick29. It also 

records that they had 8 children born alive, but only one - William - was 

still living. Minnie’s brother, William Watson Garret, was lodging in 

Wallsend and was no longer a newsagent, instead he was working in the 

docks30. Her brother George lived in Gosforth with his wife and 5 of their 

6 surviving children31. The youngest sibling, their sister Evelyn Kate, 

lived in Jesmond and worked as a housemaid32.  

 

Minnie and her husband William were more difficult to trace. In fact, only 

by disregarding their correct ages can we find probable records for them. 

(The incorrect ages may be because the census returns were completed 

by the householder, who may just have guessed.) William Cheyne was 

described as aged 38, an insurance agent who was born in Aberdeen 

and a lodger in a house in Heaton. The record shows he was married 

and has been for 19 years. It also noted he had one child, now dead33. 

Minnie Cheyne was a boarder in a house in Stockton on Tees and 

worked as a canvasser. The census return gives her first name as 

Minnie, her age as 38, and says she was married for 9 years (not 19, but 

again this could have been misheard). It also said she had one child who 

had died34.  

 

The decade brought more tragedy for the family, as Minnie’s youngest 

nephew Ernest died aged 6 in 191635. Then, in 1918, her elder brother, 

William Watson Garret36, father-in-law John Cheyne37, and one of her 

nieces38, died.   

 



By 1921 Minnie was living with her husband again and they were 

boarding in a house in Newcastle upon Tyne. Only William was working, 

and now he was a press representative for Associated Newspapers39. 

William’s mother Elizabeth (who died the following year40) was still living 

in the single room she had shared with her late husband. The census 

recorded she had a visitor, Minnie’s sister Evelyn Kate Garret, who was 

out of work as the woman she had worked for as nurse housekeeper 

had passed away41. Minnie’s surviving brother George was working as a 

mason’s labourer and lived with his wife, 3 of their children and 3 

grandchildren42. 

 

In 1926, Minnie’s brother George and his wife both died within weeks of 

each other43. They were survived by 5 of their children44, most of whom 

were still in the north east, though one of their daughters moved to 

Canada in 1924, married and set up her home there45.   

 

William’s work as a press representative meant he spent a lot of time 

travelling. In 1930 he was involved in court case, accused of dangerous 

driving after a colliding with a woman on a bicycle. During the case, 

which was dropped, he estimated that he had driven a total of 90,000 

miles46. Three years later, William died47. Mary Hannah applied for 

probate and his estate was valued at £1067 18s 2d48. 

 

Minnie lived out the rest of her life in Newcastle, and died in 194349. She 

was survived by her brother George’s children and their families, and her 

younger sister Evelyn Kate Garret, who died aged 84 in 1955 and was 

buried with her parents50. 
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