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My sister, Sheena, and I started working on this story shortly after being in touch with Bob Briggs 
earlier this year (2015). He manages a website about the Canadian Forestry Corp of WW2.   He 
asked us if we could document our mother’s story of her life before she became a warbride…. and 
life after becoming a warbride, and immigrating to Canada.   
This story has been fun to write, trying to recall the many stories that Mum shared with us as we 
were growing up.  All of these stories of her thoughts and feelings are as she told them to us.  Mum 
would never have put her story on paper because she never thought that her life was extraordinary, 
but we certainly do, so here it is.   
Settle back with a cup o’ tea and read on…. 
 
Moira Burris-Cherrett 
Sheena Burris-McIver 
December 2015 
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Jeannie Sim McBean was born in 1915 in Liff, County of Angus, Scotland,  the middle child born to 
Jane Cant, a homemaker, and Ewan McBean who was a gardener and carriage driver. One of Ewan’s 
more famous passengers was the Queen Mother when she was a teenager going to her knitting 
club.  Years later during WW2 Jeannie would be photographed with the Queen Mother as she stood 
for inspection with the WRENS.  

 
Jeannie (second on the right), as a young woman standing for inspection 

 while Queen Mother chats with her 

 
 

When the 2nd World War broke out Jeannie, 24 years old, was living at home with her older sister, 
Peg and her parents in a flat in Lochee, Dundee. Her younger brother, Tom, had married and was 
living locally.  Jeannie and Peg  worked as weavers in a jute factory in Dundee. 

 

 
Jute factory with Peg in background, 2nd from the left 
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Life was full for Jeannie during this time. She played badminton on a competitive level, was a figure 
skater, and also competed in highland dancing.  She was very outgoing, had lots of friends and was 
always on the go. Knitting and crocheting were skills that her mother had taught her and many 
evenings they would spend doing this. Once when she was reading a book her mother asked her "is 
there not a drawer that you could be cleaning out?". Obviously reading was considered a waste of 
time.   
She was also engaged to a handsome sailor named Jim Cowie. Jim was 2nd hand with the Royal 
Navy Reserve Patrol.  
Life changed forever for Jeannie when war was declared. Blackouts, food shortages, bomb shelters, 
gas masks all became the norm. Jeannie joined the WRENS (Women’s Royal Naval Services) before 
she was conscripted, like her sister Peg, to work in the ammunition factory.  She joined in 
September, 1940. She would rise early each morning, dress in her naval uniform and head off to 
work on the Unicorn Ship which was docked in the Dundee harbour and served as headquarter ship 
for the Senior Naval Officer in Dundee. 

 

 
 (This ship is now a museum and is still docked in the harbor in Dundee. In 1993 my sister and I 
visited the ship with our mother, Jeannie. It was fun to actually walk about with her and watch as 
she floated back in time to when she was a young WREN working on the ship.)  
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I remember one of her stories of how she and a pal were leaving the ship and her pal misjudged the 
gangplank and ended up in the ocean.  Jeannie felt lucky being a WREN because not only was she 
paid well during the war but there were other benefits like not needing to buy many clothes 
because she wore a uniform for these 5 years. Nobody ate well but she was never hungry. She was 
given a cigarette ration but since she was not a smoker she passed them on to her younger brother, 
Tom.  Jeannie had a first cousin from Canada who was stationed in Scotland during the war. He was 
the son of Jeannie's uncle on her mother’s side. who had immigrated  to America, and now Jeannie's 
home in Lochee became his home as well whenever he had leave for the war years. He was always a 
lot of fun and the family looked forward to his visits. Like his pipe major father, Jim was also a piper.  

 

 
Jim Cant and Jeannie during the war years 

 
Often at night the sirens would blast and the family was required to dress and get to the bomb 
shelter down the street. While her mother dressed, Jeannie would run up the stairs to the above flat 
that housed a young family with 2 children.  She would grab the little girl named Moira Norrie from 
her crib and dress her in what they called "her bomb suit" while the mother prepared the other 
child and off they would all run for the shelter never knowing just how long they would be required 
to sit in the shelter. Jeannie's mother always grabbed the tin suitcase that held all the families 
important papers and photos because she never knew if her home would still be standing upon her 
return.  
Jeannie was required to do night watch which required her to keep watch from the tops of buildings 
and watch for burning bombs that could be dropped from enemy aircraft at night. It was a scary 
time for her as the whole city would be in total darkness at night and she would sometimes have 
trouble seeing where she was walking. (As a little girl my mother would tell me how she would stand 
in the dark for a few moments waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness and I was to do the 
same as we lived on a farm with no streetlights.) 
Tragedy struck on March 12, 1942. The HM Yacht St. Briac that Jeannie's fiancé, Jim Cowie, was on 
was bombed off the coast of Aberdeen, Scotland and Jim was killed. (copy of telegram).  (Mum 
never spoke much about this so I do not know many details about this period in her life. I can only 
guess her heartbreak, and perhaps she survived this tragedy by storing it away and visiting it 
seldom.  
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She did keep his picture (below), and it is of a handsome young man on a ship with the following 
inscription on the back of the photo "Taking a break") 

 
 

War continued. One of Jeannie's fellow WRENS had met a Canadian soldier and Jeannie was invited 
to attend their wedding. This is where she met her future husband, my father, Laurie Burris in 
October of 1944. 

 
Laurie, pictured here, and the groom (both were lumberjacks) were with 

The Canadian Forestry Division, Company 13 stationed out of Brechin, Scotland. 



 6 

 
 
Laurie knew that he would have to talk Jeannie into marrying him before the war ended and he was 
shipped home as he feared that she might change her mind and remain in her homeland. And 
Jeannie even admitted in later years that had she not married Laurie in Scotland during the war she 
probably would not have left her home and country to follow a soldier to Canada.  
 
Laurie convinced Jeannie to having a Scottish wedding and it took place in June 1945. Jeannie’s 
sister Peg, is on the right, and Ivor, the son of Jeannie’s brother Tom, is at the front. 

 
(picture of wedding). 

 
The service was held and followed by a reception with family and close friends.  Food was rationed 
at the time but her mother was able to have a bakery make the wedding cake only because family, 
friends and neighbours willingly gave their rations (eggs, sugar, milk) toward the making of the cake.  
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(pic of bakery bill) 

 
There was a short honeymoon and it was back to work for both Laurie and Jeannie. Laurie received 
notification that he would be shipped home in October of that same year. Jeannie would follow but 
would have to wait her turn along with the thousands of other young brides.  
From then until Jeannie departed her focus would be preparing for her new life in Canada, a place 
that she knew nothing about except what her new husband had told her. He told her that summer 
was very hot and winter was very cold. He told her about the new family that she would become 
part of. But it was impossible, as she would find out, to be prepared for what lay ahead. Jeannie 
embraced all of this, and although she knew it would be difficult to leave her family and country, her 
adventurous spirit had her anxious to be on her way.  
All of her thoughts now lead to her departure and it would be almost a year from the time that 
Laurie was shipped home before Jeannie finally boarded the Aquatania and set off for Halifax, Nova 
Scotia.  
During these 10 months she and Laurie wrote letters every week, sharing with each other their life 
apart. Laurie had returned home and looked forward to his new wife's arrival. He got a job as a truck 
driver with the mill in Upper Stewiacke and he rented an apartment in what had been the United 
Church manse in Middle Stewiacke and he started to furnish it. It was a large 3-story house that had 
been made into apartments and their apartment was located on the second floor. He purchased 
their bedroom suite, kitchen table and chairs, rocking chair, a big black cast iron fry pan and a cast 
iron potato pot. Orange crates were collected and used as end tables  One of his best friends, Bill 
Stewart, and his wife Violet, rented the lower apartment and as time grew closer for Jeannie's 
arrival so did all of their excitement.  Over time Violet became a wonderful friend to Jeannie and 
mentored her to the Canadian ways and at times had to tell Jeannie not to believe all the things that 
Laurie would tell her. He loved to tell her absurd stories about things that she had no idea about and 
she would sometimes repeat them in passing or at the meetings she attended at the United Church 
for Women. For instance, he once told her that he was late coming home one day because there 
was a huge whale in the Middle Stewiacke River blocking his way. She repeated this story believing it 
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to be true. He also told her that if she thought the mosquitoes to be large in Nova Scotia then she 
should see them out in the western provinces….for screens on their windows they used chicken 
wire.  
Several of the men in this community and surrounding communities had married women during the 
war and these warbrides too, were arriving. 
Jeannie finally received her departure date of May 13, 1946 and now reality set in. Soon she would 
bid her family, her friends and her life in Scotland good-bye. She had her trunk filled with everything 
she was taking to her new life. It was filled with things she would need in her own home. News of 
Jeannie's departure spread quickly among the neighbours and many gave her gifts to take along 
with her to Canada. None was more loved than the little tartan plaque that hung in every kitchen 
until her death with the saying "May Your Heart Stay Warm To The Tartan".  
 

 
In the days preceding her departure the many neighbours would often comment to each other in 
their thick Scottish brogue "poor Jeannie – going awa off to that wild country of Canada".  
The day to leave had finally arrived. Jeannie was to be in London on May 13th to board the 
Aquatania which was leaving for Halifax full of "warbrides" headed to their new life in Canada. (The 
word "warbrides" now sounds so romantic but at the time my mother and other warbrides were not 
fond of this description that was given to the thousands of women who had married during the 
war).  

 
Pic  of departure papers and the Aquatania) 
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It was arranged that Jeannie's brother, Tom would accompany her from Dundee to London by train 
where she would board the ship.  It was a sad and emotional time for the McBean family that 
morning as Jeannie's trunk and suitcases were carried from the flat on Kirk Street down the stairs 
and loaded into a taxi. Her father Ewan and her sister Peg were seeing her off at the train station. 
Her mother Jane had decided that she wanted to say her goodbye to Jeannie at home and chose not 
to go to the train station. Saying goodbye to your child and not knowing when she would see her 
again was just too emotional for Jane. And they were such a close family with Jeannie and Peg still 
living at home with their parents. 

 
Jeannie’s parents, Ewan and Jane McBean 

 
After their final embrace Jane whispered "Cheerio" and told Jeannie to not look back as she walked 
away. There would be such a tremendous change in the family now with Jeannie's departure and 
the family would miss her immensely. From that day in 1946 until Jane's death in 1956 Jeannie and 
Jane exchanged letters every week and then her sister Peg took over the writing for her mother until 
her death in 1980. (I remember as a child my mother waiting for her letter to arrive every Thursday 
and running to retrieve it from the mailbox at the end of our lane. It would be read and left on the 
kitchen table for her children to read and then burned in the kitchen stove. There were times in her 
life that I am sure that these letters from "hame" kept her spirits up, and she was able to carry on 
through the many hardships that came her way.  
Once at the train station she said her goodbyes to her father and sister and she and Tom got on the 
train and left for London. (My mother loved to eat and drink tea but on the train trip all she had to 
eat was a biscuit. That is all I can remember her saying about the train ride.) 
Jeannie and Tom arrived by train in London and made their way to the docked ship "the Aquatania" 
where Jeannie bid good-bye to Tom and boarded the ship. During her wait to get on the ship she 
noticed a young woman in line waiting to board the ship as well. She stood out because she was 
crying and was very upset. Apparently this was the women's third attempt to board a ship that 
would reunite her with her husband in Canada, and both times before she was not able to go 
through with leaving her family and her country. This was her third and last chance to come to 
Canada as a warbride to start her new life with her Canadian husband. She turned once again and 
walked away from the line-up deciding to stay home. (This was something that my mother never 
forgot and obviously stayed with her for years to come. Maybe at times she wondered if she made 
the right choice.) 
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As the Aquatania left the dock and Britain disappeared from Jeannie's view into the horizon she 
wondered when she would ever return…. it would be 12 years before she was able to return to her 
home in Scotland for a visit with her dying mother. She had departed as a bride, but would return as 
a widow with her three young children. 
The next seven days were uneventful. The ship was headed to Halifax to deliver the hundreds of 
warbrides that filled the ship. The women slept in bunks waiting and counting each day and growing 
more excited as the days passed. After living for 5 years with rationed food it was unbelievable to 
have such wonderful meals as they crossed the Atlantic Ocean. Years later she never forgot to 
mention the good food on that ship whenever she talked about her crossing.  During the seven days 
on the ship crossing the Atlantic Jeannie thought about the last letter she had received from Laurie. 
She knew she was coming to live in the countryside and eventually to a farm, but she still thought in 
her city life ways. She had asked Laurie if there were many shops (stores) in Middle Stewiacke. 
Before the war Jeannie was used to shopping daily for their food. She and her mother would leave 
their flat and walk to the main part of Lochee to the shops and get their meat or fish, whatever they 
were going to cook for their "tea" that day. They might also stop and pick up bread from the bakery. 
 So this was the only way of life she could imagine. Laurie answered in his letter that yes there was 
Kendrick's General Store and "numerous other shops". (Mum loved to tell this story years later and I 
can still hear her laugh and say "Where the hell were the numerous other shops"?) Kendrick's 
General Store was the only store for miles around and they sold everything you needed from meat, 
bread, clothing, feed for livestock, bike tires, gas - you name it, they sold it.  The local men would 
gather there on  Friday evenings to socialize and pick up whatever groceries were needed in the 
home for the week or the month. 
The night before the ship was due to arrive at Pier 21 in Halifax was an exciting time for all the 
women and children on board the Aquatania. It had been months since they had seen their 
husbands so they were busy the night before doing their hair in curls with bobby pins and laying out 
the clothes that they would dress in the following day.  
How exciting it was when the shores of Nova Scotia were first spotted and how the women ran to 
have their first look of their new country that would become their home. (Jeannie came to love 
Canada and never left except on visits to Scotland to see her family. ) 
Jeannie arrived in Halifax on Monday, May 20th, 1946 and was processed at Pier 21 as a new 
immigrant to Canada. All she could think about is that her husband, Laurie, would be waiting for her 
and she had not seen him for 9 months since his return to Canada.    
Meanwhile, Laurie had planned this day to every detail. Everyone in the small community of Middle 
Stewiacke knew that Laurie's bride was arriving on this day of May 20th. He had requested and been 
given the day off work from the mill in Upper Stewiacke. His army friend, Rupe Fisher, had offered 
Laurie his car to drive to Halifax to pick up Jeannie upon her arrival in Halifax.  Letters had been 
written by Jeannie's mother to her brother, James Cant, who lived on Duncan Street in Halifax.  
Laurie and Jeannie would spend that night with them. She had been issued a train ticket by the Red 
Cross before leaving Scotland that would take her from Halifax to Truro which was the town closest 
to the destination she had supplied to the organization responsible for the women coming to 
Canada. But Laurie could not wait another day to see her. He waited and waited but no one was 
being let off the ship so he walked down the street to the immigration office to see when he could 
expect to finally see his wife depart from the ship. That is when Jeannie was finally allowed to step 
foot onto her new homeland - Canada. Laurie soon caught up with her as she stood waiting for him. 
(I can't help but wonder what she was thinking when she stepped off the ship and saw no one there 
that she knew.) 
The first thing Jeannie noticed about Laurie was that he was not dressed in his army uniform. She 
had never seen him in street clothing. Soldiers during the war wore their uniforms. But other than 
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that he looked just like he always looked with the big smile that showed the gap between his front 
teeth. 
It took ages to get Jeannie's trunk and finally be on their way to her Uncle Jim's house on Duncan 
Street where they would spend the night and then drive to Middle Stewiacke the following day. Her 
Uncle Jim had left Scotland and immigrated to Canada before Jeannie was born so meeting his niece 
for the first time was an exciting time for him. Jeannie's mother had sent a gift for Jeannie to give to 
her Uncle Jim and Auntie Gert upon arriving in Halifax.  
The next morning Jeannie and Laurie drove along the Bedford Basin from Halifax onto Highway 2 
and passed through communities of Bedford, Waverley, Shubenacadie, Stewiacke toward Truro 
turning off at Brookfield and drove along the gravel wooded road to Middle Stewiacke.  
Along the way they passed a store that had bananas hanging in the window and Jeannie let out a 
gasp and couldn't believe what she saw. It had been five long years since she had eaten a banana. 
Laurie pulled over and backed up the car and disappeared into the store, returning with the largest 
bunch of bananas that Jeannie had ever seen anyone buy. Jeannie ate five bananas immediately. 
(We loved this story and bananas remained her favourite fruit. She would often make banana 
sandwiches (white bread buttered and 1/3 of a banana squashed onto the bread) long before 
peanut butter and bananas rolled in bread became a favourite of many people.  (My friends used to 
think this was hilarious. ) 
Jeannie noticed how many of the fields along the highway had been burned and some were either 
still burning or smoldering. She had no way of knowing that this was a common practice with the 
farmers every spring. She asked Laurie why the fields had been burned and once again an 
opportunity was presented to him to tell her another of his stories. He told her that the local tribe, 
the MicMac natives were sick and tired of the British and French coming here and taking their land 
and this was their way of retaliating. Jeannie bought the story hook, line and sinker.  
On the way home that first day Laurie stopped at the mill where he worked and took Jeannie around 
to meet everyone.  John Taylor recently told me that he was a young man and was at the mill that 
day and can remember meeting Jeannie. (John became a neighbor to our family and he, along with 
his parents and brothers, looked out for our family when we needed looking out for after Laurie’s 
death.  John became a father figure to us as we grew up).  
Jeannie settled into her new home with lots of help and advise from her neighbour and friend, 
Violet Stewart. Jeannie spent her first summer making her apartment feel like home. Because Laurie 
was well known not only in Middle Stewiacke but also Upper Stewiacke wedding showers were held 
in both communities as well as Laurie's home, Old Barnes. Laurie came from a large family and 
Jeannie loved meeting and getting to know her new family. Many Sundays were spent going to 
church and then on to his parents farm in Old Barns for supper.  
She and Laurie loved to go to the community dances and would travel to Upper Stewiacke, Shortts 
Lake and South Branch for the dances held in their community halls….occasionally at these dances 
Laurie would excuse himself to go outside to ‘speak’ with a ‘friend,’….Jeannie would learn over time, 
that Laurie was highly regarded for his pugilistic capabilities, and actually he was outside ‘sorting 
out’ any difficulties that his friends may have encountered.   
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During Jeannie's first week in her new apartment Laurie returned to his job as a  driver delivering 
logs to the mill in Upper Stewiacke. One day he stopped along the wooded road and picked Jeannie 
a large bouquet of Mayflowers. Jeannie could not believe the sweet fragrance of  these flowers and 
had never seen Mayflowers before.  From that May on he always picked her a bouquet of 
Mayflowers. (This was my favourite of her stories.) 
Once when they were out driving along the gravel road Jeannie dropped something on the truck 
floor and as she bent down to pick it up another car went by making a big cloud of dust. When she 
straightened up all she saw was a huge cloud of dust and she said to Laurie "in the name of God 
what was that Laurie?" He said in his dry nothing-to-get-excited about voice "Oh that was just Mrs. 
Hugh Campbell and Mrs. George Dickey going by on their bicycles." He never told her the difference 
till she was at a church gathering and was introduced to these two very elderly sweet church ladies 
who certainly would not have been able to drive bikes on a dirt road.  Needless to say the look that 
came over her face was priceless.  
Summer was hot as Laurie had told her it would be, and that August they travelled to Truro to watch 
the big annual parade that meandered its way down Prince Street, the main street of Truro. Jeannie 
and Laurie watched the floats go by and at the end of the parade there was a Scottish Pipe Band 
playing songs that Jeannie had grown up listening and dancing to. She was so overwhelmed with 
homesickness for her family, her country and way of life and this music brought it all back. She raced 
after the band following it the whole length of Prince Street with tears rolling down her cheek.  
Summer turned to fall and then winter arrived. Work was slow at the mill that winter so Laurie took 
a job as a lumberjack cutting trees in South Branch that would be hauled to the mill that spring. A 
log cabin was provided for him and his younger brother, Jim, to live in during the week instead of 
driving home to Middle Stewiacke each night and back in the morning. Jeannie announced to Laurie 
that she would go with them and live in the camp as well, instead of living in the apartment by 
herself. She had no idea what she was headed for.  The camp was a one-room shack with a wall of 
bunks and a big wood camp stove in the middle of the floor and not a curtain on a window.  There 
was no indoor plumbing but Jeannie was becoming accustomed to using an “outhouse”. 
That winter Jeannie experience a Canadian winter and it was nothing like her winters in Dundee.  
Instead of ice skating at the local arena she now skated on a frozen pond in a field that had flooded 
in the fall and she wondered if she would ever get used to the bitter cold and the snow that lasted 
for months.  She spent her days keeping their small apartment, learning to cook and knitting woolen 
socks and mittens.  She received a weekly letter from her mother and, in turn, she wrote one back 
every week.  Her father sent her a monthly package that contained the Woman’s Weekly and the 
local Dundee newspapers and these were read front to back.  I remember my mother making a cup 
of tea and settling in front of the wood stove reading “her story” from the Woman’s Weekly which 
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printed a chapter of a book every week.  Oh how she waited for these to arrive every month.  She 
also enjoyed the knitting patterns and recipes that were included in each issue as well, and they 
would be passed on to the other warbrides in the community. 
Jeannie was beginning to meet the other warbrides that lived in Middle Stewiacke and the 
surrounding communities and bonds were formed with these women that carried on throughout 
their lives until their death.  They became a substitute family for the family that they had left behind 
in Britain and Holland.  This group of warbrides eventually formed “Club” and from the 1940’s, met 
monthly for an evening of friendship.  They took turns hosting these gatherings,  and I can 
remember vividly the times that “Club” was held in our house.  The tile floors in the old farmhouse 
were washed and waxed and it was our job to shine them by sliding around with our wool socks and 
then newspapers were placed on the floor until the ladies arrived, each of them carrying a plate of 
sandwiches, cookies and square.  We were ushered off to bed and made to promise that we would 
be on our best behavior for the rest of the night.  We always snuck out of bed and we would hide in 
the hallway listening to their conversations. 
 

This photo was taken at a ‘Club’ gathering….Jeannie is back row, fourth from the right 

 
 

In May of 1947, one year after arriving in Canada my parents were able to purchase a 240 acre farm 
in Middle Stewiacke which would have been one of the largest farms in that community. (My 
mother often told me that after my father was shipped home she received part of his paycheque 
and she saved this as well as her own paycheque so when she arrived in Canada she had enough 
money to put a down payment on the farm.  I often wondered if she saved this money and it was 
her safety net in case things didn’t work out in Canada.) 
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When Laurie and Jeannie purchased the farm she had been in Canada for one year and had been 
living in an apartment in the old manse house.  Now she became a “farmer’s wife” and soon to 
become a mother to her first born, a son born in March, 1948 who was named Arthur Ewan.  

 
 

Two years later in March, 1950 she gave birth to a daughter, Sheena, and another daughter in 
January, 1953 named Moira. 

 
Jeannie with her three children on the farm…Sheena, baby Moira, 

Arthur, and dog named, by Jeanne, Angus 
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Laurie continued to work at the mill, trucking logs to various sites and all the time piecing together 
the farm where he was purchasing cattle, horses and farm equipment hoping someday that the farm 
would be able to support the family, and he would be able to give up trucking and become a full-
time farmer.  
Laurie was tragically drowned on the farm in 1953. 
Jeannie loved her new life in Canada and although she suffered tragedy, she never regretted her 
decision to follow her heart, and she remained in Canada until her death, in 2000, at the age of 85, 
mother of 3, grandmother of 8, and great-grandmother of 2. 
 

 


