
Sarah Anne O’Brien (m Mackereth) 1818-1882 
 
SARAH O’BRIEN in 1837, when 19 years old, sailed for South Australia from the District of 
Bow Bells, a Cockney area of London where the church bells of St Mary le Bow can be heard. 
She sailed on the Royal Admiral arriving in January 1838 to join her brother a ‘painter & 
glazier’ (house decorator) and his family. Her family were of the Wesleyan religion having 
originated from Ireland where the clan was either Catholic or Methodist. She was the second 
youngest daughter of the family who ran a boarding house in London, address was Norfolk St, 
out back of Middlesex Hospital. She brought with her only personal belongings and a trunk of 
books for her brother to teach her to read and write. 
 
Sadly, on her arrival she found her brother had died only days before her arrival. His name was 
James O’Brien who had travelled to South Australia with his wife Lucy nee Mackereth on the 
Coromandel arriving in 1837.  
 
On the Royal Admiral were the stepbrothers George Mackereth and Charles Haussen. George 
was the brother to Lucy O’Brien nee Mackereth and they undoubtedly each other in London. 
 
In April 1838 Sarah married George, signing her name with an “x” as illiterate people did. 
 
George and Sarah went to take up land on a creek the Aboriginal people called Wedenunga 
which meant fast flowing water. This was Peramangk tribal land in the south-central Mount 
Lofty ranges. 
 
She befriended the Aboriginal Group who were indigenous to the area giving them flour and 
tea from her own supplies regularly. When no ship had arrived in South Australia for three 
months in the 1840’s, she had to take the Group into the house and show them that she had 
no supplies, and this was the reason she could not give them anything. 
 
The local Aborigines and her family developed friendship and respect for each other over the 
years. Her children learnt to track in the bush, build wurlies out of gum branches, make traps 
out of bush creepers and search for edible berries and fruits. They also learnt to catch fish with 
their hands and how to scale trees to get birds eggs. Probably the most important lesson they 
learnt from the Aborigines was how to conserve the environment by only taking one or two 
eggs or fish, making sure there were plenty for the future. 
 
Her husband’s family were from Grasmere in the Lake District. George’s Grandfather was a 
yeoman and had land used for grazing and cropping. He carried on the family tradition again 
breeding cattle for the market making frequent trips to Adelaide necessitating several days 
absence. 
 
Often shortly after he left two aboriginal men who had been expelled from their tribe for 
wrongdoing would come and demand tobacco. The local tribe campground was a hill a short 
distance up the valley and Sarah contributed to their welfare by giving them food.  
 
They moved camp to within sight of the house to protect her family whenever they saw George 
set off for the City. They stayed until he returned sending any unwelcome visitors away. 
Records show she traded pears and mulberries at the Sawyers Inn, now called the Crafers Inn, 
in 1843 for a bolt of cloth and a spade. She was also attended by a doctor, but the baby was 
stillborn. 
 
She lived a very isolated life milking her cows making butter, cream and cheese, growing her 
own vegetables and fruit and taking in boarders who slept in several log cabins built by her 
husband. Her home was built in four stages. The first was a slab hut of timber with a split 
timber floor and a stone bakers oven. This was so close to the creek that water was ‘pulled’ up 
in a bucket through the window. 
 
The second stage was two solid stone bedrooms with a low roof and central door. The third 
stage was to redesign the floor plan taking the wall of the first bedroom out and making a large 
family room with a large open fireplace suitable for curing bacon. A spiral staircase led to an 
attic for the children’s quarters. A sitting room and second attic were built over the other two 
rooms for storing fruit and vegetables and had to be entered through the outside window. 



Sarah taught her children to read and write, sew and perform farm and household duties. Her 
dressmaking was of a high standard, the stitching being all done by hand. She made all her 
and the children’s clothes and crocheted and embroidered. 
 
She was a staunch Wesleyan and her family attended the local Wesleyan Church which had 
been made by the local residents of gumtree slabs. They sat on slab pews and under a slab 
roof. Sunday was day reserved only for leisure with all preparations including the cleaning of 
shoes done the day before. The family did however come home for a traditional roast dinner 
after which they would visit or entertain neighbours. The little wooden slab church was burnt 
down when a bushfire devasted the area in 1876. 
 
There were no medical services, and the early pioneers were most isolated. Tragedy struck the 
little community when a family of five was killed when their dray overturned on a steep hill 
leading into the valley. The family was not found for two days and although two of the children 
were still alive their infections were too advanced to be successfully treated. They were buried 
in the Church yard. The property was sold a century later and the graves are currently 
unmarked. 
 
It appears she delivered all but her first child herself which may explain why her eldest 
daughter Jane became a midwife and delivered children until she was in her seventies. Three 
of her children became nurses, training at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. 
When her husband died of septicaemia from injuries received when he was galled by his bull, 
she and the girls ran the farm until her son was old enough to take over. 
She died aged 64 years. 
 
 
 

 
 

Photo: Sarah Anne O’Brien and her son George Mackereth, buried Cherry Gardens 
Cemetery, Sarah was the first person to be buried in this cemetery. 

 


