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John Wall

(1847-1931)

and

Sarah Ann Crowell

(1857-1948)

John Wall was born at Eardisley in the rural County of Herefordshire, in western England, on the 17th August 1847, the son of Edward and Mary Ann Wall.  His father was from Eardisley and his mother is said to have come from rural Hertfordshire, northwest of London.  Eardisley is a rural village very near the Welsh border, with nearby farms engaged in producing wheat, barley, and grazing.  John spent his infancy in Herefordshire until the age of about 4 years, when his family moved just a short distance over the border into Wales to a village named Gladestry, in Powys.  The 1851 Census shows that Edward and Mary Wall were living at Gladestry along with their sons John and Edward.    

While living in Wales, as he grew into his youth, John worked in the copper mines at nearby Brecon, on the Usk River in Brecknock County, Wales.  Conditions there at the time were very hard and cruel.  In later life he still remembered his days in the mines and commented that he often worked on hands and knees for ten hours a day, most of it in pitch darkness unless he was lucky enough to be given a light.  While the family was living in Wales his father Edward was working on farms.

John was only 15 years old when his parents decided to seek a better future and migrate with their family to Australia.  They left Wales and journeyed to the port of Plymouth in Devon.  There, on 10 January 1863, the family boarded the sailing ship Mary Shepherd and sailed for the Colony of South Australia.  The ship took the usual emigrant route, without landfall, sailing south through the Atlantic, around South Africa, and then an easting across the Indian Ocean.  After a relatively uneventful sea voyage of just over three months the Mary Shepherd arrived at Port Adelaide on 19 April 1863.  

Within a short time of their arrival the family had taken up virgin scrubland at Barraba, near Hamley Bridge, which they began to clear and make into a farm.  John spent the next ten years there assisting his parents in pioneering their farm.  First a hut had to built, then later a stone house, as well as sheds fashioned from any decent local timber that could be sawn, roofed with thatch.  In the fields there were tree stumps to clear, stone tanks to build, fences to build, and much more.  The work must have seemed endless, and all done with only the muscle power of men and horses.  

While still a young man John took to wearing a goatee beard and moustache, which he wore for most of his life.  Only when he became elderly did he remove the goatee, but still kept the moustache.  When he was 26 years old he married a pretty local girl named Elizabeth Dyer.  The marriage took place in the Primitive Methodist Church at Barraba on 31 March 1874.  Sadly, just over six months later tragedy befell the young couple when on 5 November 1874 Elizabeth died, the cause being stated as “Consumption”, now known as tuberculosis.

Soon afterwards, John left the district and made his way to Charleston, near Nairne, in the Adelaide Hills.  He leased some land of his own and began to farm there.  When he was 29 years old he married Sarah Ann Crowell, the 19-year-old daughter of a local farmer.  The Crowell family were considered to be quite well to do and employed maids.

Sarah was born on the 20th July 1857 on her parent’s farm at Mount Charles, near Nairne.  She was the first child of John Crowell (sometimes spelt Crowle) and Eliza (nee Headland).  Sarah spent her childhood in the Mount Charles area, where her grandfather, George Headland, and his family also lived.  When she grew into her youth she assisted her mother in the home.  Sarah and John Wall married by the Rev. H. Pope in the Charleston Primitive Methodist Church on 12 October 1876.  They began their married life there on John’s farm and it was there, on 18 April 1878 that a daughter was born, Olive Marion Wall. 

In the previous year, 1877, John and Edward Wall had applied for a grant of virgin Crown land from the government, so as to establish their own farms.  The land they selected was in the Hundred of Wandearah, about half way between Port Pirie and Port Broughton near the main road, about 20 miles from Port Pirie.  This was under a scheme whereby instead of cash payment, the land was sold on credit, generally at One Pound per acre.  John was allocated 677 acres in Sections 70W and 71, priced at £677, on 1 February 1878, with a further 155 acres in Section 24E on 9 August 1878, priced at £155, and 168 acres in Section 23S, priced at £168 on 31 March 1880, giving him a total of exactly 1,000 acres for £1,000.  Edward was allocated 838 acres in Sections 92 and 93, priced at £838, on 16 July 1879.  Around the same time, other Crowell and Headland relatives selected virgin land on Yorke Peninsula, around Price and Arthurton. 

Late in 1880 the young Wall family packed up everything they owned at Charleston and travelled 170 kilometres by wagon from the fertile greenery of the picturesque Adelaide Hills to the comparatively bleak plains at Wandearah.  Upon arrival at their farm the family selected a home site and lived in tents while they built a wattle and daub hut.  The first few pioneering years were spent in mainly establishing the farm, clearing the scrub and mallee roots so that they could begin ploughing.  Some of the land was only suitable for grazing and on this they ran sheep, which required erection of many miles of post and wire fencing.  

Later on John bought another section which they called ‘Tin Hut’, and later yet another which they called ‘The Overflow’.  The last place was ten miles from the home section.  Eventually he was to own four sections, as he later bought more land from a George Fidge, which was situated across the road from the home section.  He also bought some swampland, of which his son Neil had a very bad opinion because he was taken away from school to mind sheep there.  John’s officially registered sheep brand was JY in black paint on the off ribs.

The land at Wandearah was marginal for farming and some very hard years were spent there as Sarah and John tried to eke out a living to sustain their large family, and to slowly repay the Government for the land.  It was a very dry district and renown for its abundance of snakes.  Hardly a day went by in the summer months when a snake wasn’t killed.  Because of this, Sarah had a full time job caring for and keeping her eye on the children playing in the yard.  

Every Christmas Day, Sarah would organise a picnic for the family on the beach at Fisherman’s Bay near Port Broughton.  John would harness the horse and trolley and, after loading on the food, clothes, etc, plus all the family of course, they would take off for an enjoyable picnic on the seashore of Spencer Gulf.  

Eventually the family built a large stone house on the original home section.  The family by this time was growing quite considerably, as John and Sarah had a total of 13 children, four of whom did not survive infancy.  Infant mortality was high in the 1800’s and the years 1881 to 1884 must have been especially heartbreaking for Sarah, when she lost three babies in a row.  She had a son born in June 1881 who lived only 6 months.  By then she was already pregnant with a daughter, born in May 1882, who died at 13 months.  Five weeks after the death of that infant she gave birth to a girl, who also only lived 13 months.   

The nine surviving children, in age order, were Olive, Edward, Bert, Nina, Neil, Vera, Stella, Roy, and Cliff.  The family attended church first at Wandearah West, then later in the Wandearah South School.  A certain number of pupils were required before the Government saw fit to open a school.  As the Wandearah district was short of the said number by one pupil, Roy was enrolled as a very unwilling pupil at only four years of age.  He hated it so much that his sisters, Nina and Vera (or ‘Top’ as Vera was known), had to drag him to school.  As a result, their father John went off north one day and came back with a donkey and cart for the children to ride to school in.  It turned out that the donkey was less willing to go than Roy, and on one occasion kicked and fussed until it got a leg hooked up on the cart.  In later years, when asked how they coped, Nina said, “We managed.  In those days we had to manage.”

The children had a lot of love and respect for their mother Sarah.  She worked hard and unceasingly, but her one respite was that after almost every meal she would sigh and say, “Well, I must have my twenty minutes”, and she would nap for almost exactly 20 minutes, and then be busily up and about again.  She was very good at sewing, which she kept up until her last days.  Sarah was a very practical woman, without airs and graces about herself.  In her old age she would say, “When I die you can take me to the cemetery on the back of a truck to save expenses.”  Edna Whisson remembered her grandmother as a lovely person with a pleasant nature and can’t recall ever having heard a bad word said against her.  

John, on the other hand, did have his faults.  On the plus side, he was hard-working and conscientious.  He was a self taught passionate reader who could always be found at the end of a hard working day sitting at the kitchen fireplace with his feet up, nearly in the fire, attentively reading a book in the flickering firelight.  He was also a very religious man who would read from the Bible to his family every morning at the kitchen table after breakfast.  Edna can remember that the Bible reading seemed to go on for hours, after which the family bowed their heads.  She remembers that Grandmother Wall would whisper to the children, “He won’t be long, dear”.  John was a strict Methodist and would not have anything to do with alcohol.  No one would dare to pick up so much as a pair of scissors on the Lord’s Day in Grandfather Wall’s home.  For all his piety he had not much personal charity.  His family did not think fondly of him because of his bluntness, and nothing was held sacred from his scathing criticism.

Whilst at the Wandearah farm John leased to his brother, Edward Wall, Sections 92 and 93 of his Selector’s Lease in the Hundred of Wandearah.  This occurred on 31 November 1885 due to John having over selected too much land and, not being able to improve it all to the required stage, he risked loosing some of it back to the Government.  On top of that, a plague of rabbits had taken place in June 1885, resulting in public meetings at Wandearah to deal with the nuisance caused.  John spent the remainder of his working life on the farm at Wandearah.  However, it never became a very profitable enterprise due to the poor conditions of the land there, and the type of farming equipment available in those days.  

By around the time of the First World War the couple’s children were nearly all married and were busily getting on with their own adult lives.  

Olive 
married miner Joe Burgess and lived at Moonta, then later Murray Bridge, and had 5 children survive to adulthood.

Edward
became a carrier at Mallala and in 1937 was killed in a railway level crossing accident between his car and a train.

Bert 
went to Albany WA with Roy (below) where he took up a farm, married and had numerous children.

Nina
married Gill Fidge and they had a dairy farm and milk round at Stirling in the Adelaide Hills.

Neil 

married and became a farmer at Paskeville, near Kadina.

Vera

married Hartley Fuller, a farmer at Wandearah.

Stella

married Hurtle Davidson, a farmer at Wandearah.

Roy
went to Albany WA with Bert (above) where he took up a farm, married and had numerous children.

Cliff

was killed in action on the Somme in France in 1918.

The couple finally decided to retire and sell the farm in 1918 after their youngest son, Cliff, was sadly killed in action in France.  Sarah’s father, John Crowell, had been farming at Price, near Ardrossan, for many decades and, although he had died in 1904, she had many relatives on farms in that district.  

With her own money, which she had scrimped and saved, Sarah bought a small farmlet of about 70 acres, located about 3 miles from Ardrossan on the Arthurton road, on the southern side.  This farmlet was named ‘Mine Gully’ and it was there that John and Sarah moved for their retirement.  On 12 October 1926 there was a great family gathering at nearby Price to celebrate their Golden Wedding Anniversary.  

The following article appeared in the State-wide Register newspaper published on 19 October 1926, page 8h: 

“On October 12 Mr. and Mrs. John Wall, of Mine Gully, Ardrossan, and late of Wandearah, celebrated their golden wedding.  Miss Sarah Crowell was married to Mr. John Wall on October 12, 1876, by the late Rev. H. Pope at Charleston.  Relatives arranged the golden wedding breakfast, which was held at the home of Mr. and Mrs. W.J. Crowell (Price).  Toasts were proposed by Messrs. W.J. Whittaker, W.J. Crowell, and F. Lock.  Mrs. G. P. D. Whittaker (the bridesmaid) was also present.  A happy time was spent congratulating the couple.  Those present were Mr. and Mrs. E.J. Wall and family, Mr. and Mrs. W. J. Wall and family, Mr. and Mrs. H. Fuller and family, Mr. and Mrs. H. Davidson and son, Mr. and Mrs. W.J. Crowell, Mr. and Mrs. H.P. Crowell, Mr. and Mrs. W.J. Walker, Mr. and Mrs. R. Wilson and family, Mr. and Mrs. L.A. Mason, Mr. and Mrs. F.H. Crowell, Mr. and Mrs. W.J. Whittaker, Mrs. C. Hyde, Mr. and Mrs. W.G. Rowntree, Misses C. McCallum, V. Whittaker, E. and D. Crowell, and C. Robinson, and Messrs. E. Crowell, F. Lock, and A. Parker.”

After several more years at Mine Gully Sarah wanted to sell the farmlet and buy a home in the town of Ardrossan, as it was becoming too much for them to manage.  However, John refused to move and would not let Sarah sell.  He even made her promise that if he died she still would not sell the farmlet.  However, when he eventually did die, Sarah was too frail by then to carry on alone anyway, so she sold it and thereafter lived with her adult children at various intervals.  

John died at their Mine Gully farmlet near Ardrossan on 25 October 1931, when he was 84 years old.  He had developed a skin cancer on his face, no doubt from a lifetime of toiling in the sun, which led to other health problems that brought about his death.  He was interred in the Ardrossan Cemetery and a white marble stone block, with low white marble surround, marks the site of his last resting place, stating simply “John Wall”, nothing more.

Sarah sold the Ardrossan farmlet in 1933 and spent the next decade staying for various periods with her adult children.  She eventually settled with her daughter and son-in-law, Nina and Gill Fidge, on their dairy farm at Mount Lofty near Stirling.  She was living there when, at the great age of 91, she died on 6 October 1948 as a result of “arterio sclerosis” and a “coronary occlusion”.  She was interred on 7 October 1948 in the Stirling East Cemetery (since renamed Stirling General Cemetery) at Aldgate.  Her grave is marked by a black granite stone stating, “Sarah Ann Wall, Died 6th Oct, 1948, Aged 91 Years.”  

Researched and compiled 2006 by Max Slee, Tranmere, SA, from public records and from recollections of Gus Spurling, Nina Spurling, Dorrie Crowell, and other family members, mainly collected in the early 1970’s.  Acknowledgement is also given to the researches of Brian and Helen Stace, and a booklet prepared by Joy Chapman of WA in July 1986 on the occasion of the 80th birthday of her mother, Edna Whisson (nee Burgess).

Although not used as a resource, note is made of “The Whittaker Saga – a story of William and Maria and their three sons (Clarke Coote, Crowell, Dowling, Headland)”, by Mary Beard (comp), published Adelaide 1981 by Lutheran Publishing House, ISBN 0 95936 75 00.  

