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MAGGIE 
BEER

She’s known for her passion for food and joy for life, but 2020 has been 
heartbreaking for Maggie Beer. The beloved cook talks to Juliet Rieden 

about losing daughter Saskia, how the legacy of the pioneering farmer will 
live on, and the outpouring of kindness that has taken Maggie’s breath away.

Love, 
laughter

& loss
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Exclusive cover story

T
he year started perfectly  
for Maggie Beer with three 
generations of her family 
gathered for a double- 
whammy party. It was 

Maggie and husband Colin’s 50th 
wedding anniversary and Maggie’s 
landmark 75th birthday. “They’re  
just two days apart, a very special 
celebration,” says Maggie. “So we 
took the whole family to Noosa.  
We had the most beautiful time with 
fantastic food. Usually it’s [daughter] 
Saskia and I who do the cooking 
together, but we took our 
chef, Tim Bourke [from 
Maggie’s Barossa Valley 
restaurant The Farm Eatery], 
who’s like part of the family.  
I didn’t want to go out to 
restaurants, I just wanted  
to be with the family.” 

Local farmers and growers 
who knew Maggie delivered 
an endless supply of fresh 
produce for the occasion  
and the spread, she says,  
was “amazing”. “They chose 
every food in season that  
I love so much. We had five 
grandchildren – one couldn’t 
come – and both daughters, 
Sassy [Saskia] and Elli, and 
their husbands. It was days  
of celebration.”

Today Maggie says she 
feels so lucky to have had 
those cherished, carefree days 
when laughter filled the air. 
For just weeks later, her 
world imploded. During the 
night of February 14, Saskia 
died. She was 46.

Maggie was in “total 
shock”, a state that remains 

today. She still doesn’t know exactly 
what happened. “All we know is  
that it was peaceful,” she tells me, 
choking back tears.

In a social media post a couple  
of days later, Maggie poured out  
her grief. “It is with broken hearts  
we need to let you all know that 
Saskia, our beautiful, extraordinary 
daughter, sister, wife and mother  
died unexpectedly yet peacefully in 
her sleep on Friday night.” 

Like her mum, dad and sister, 
Saskia’s world was South Australia’s 

lush Barossa Valley, an epic kitchen 
garden bursting with bounty that 
filled her with wonder. “Food was 
truly important to her,” says Maggie. 
As a little girl, Saskia was steeped  
in her parents’ fresh food ideology, 
and she forged a path very much  
in their footsteps. She trained as a 
chef and became a farmer with her 
own free-range and chemical-free 
business that also supported local 
like-minded producers. 

Saskia soon became hugely popular 
in the foodie world in her own right. 

She was fun, smart, full of 
ideas and also something of  
a pioneer, setting up Saskia 
Beer Farm Produce in 1997 
when she was in her mid-20s. 
This innovative business 
embarked on some 
Australian-first programs, 
such as milk-fed lamb, 
suckling pigs and game.  
And soon Saskia’s black  
pig ham became an iconic 
Christmas staple. 

Her husband Petar Jercic  
– the couple married in  
April 2019 – is devoted to 
keeping the business going, 
and in the wake of Saskia’s 
untimely passing posted  
a message to customers, 
producers, friends and  
well-wishers. “The business 
Saskia grew and loved will 
continue on with me, her 
loving husband,” he wrote. → 

Maggie with her 
beloved daughters  
Elli and Saskia in 2017. 
Below right: The Beer 
family in the 1980s.

“We had the most 
beautiful time with 

fantastic food.  
I just wanted to  
be with family.”
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“We ask for time and space as we 
grapple to come to terms with our 
loss and appreciate all the support we 
have been given.”

Maggie says that her favourite 
memories of Saskia are of “us being  
in the kitchen together at home”, 
adding with a smile that “she would 
always want to take charge”.

The loss is visceral and 
incomprehensible, and when I ask 
Maggie how she is coping, she lets  
out a painful sigh. “I don’t know  
that you do cope. You find things  
to do, to engage you. I don’t know 
that anyone really copes. Your life  
is changed forever and this year has 
been the worst of my life. But you 
have to turn your trauma into new 
things. It’s hard to talk about.” 

Helping Saskia’s three children 
Max, 23, Lilly, 21, and Rory, 17, 
through their grief was certainly a 
priority for Maggie and Colin. “It’s 
about being there and making sure  
we all talk about things that Sassy 
would love, what she would do.”  
And while the family mourned, they 
were deluged with an outpouring  
of sadness, love and support from  
all over Australia.

Several thousand paid their respects, 
from famous chefs including Kylie 
Kwong and Adam Liaw to Sassy’s 
schoolfriends, Adelaide Showground 
Farmers’ Market regulars who were 
used to seeing her every week, and 
fans who knew her from TV. “I was  
so taken aback,” says Maggie. “It  
was something that was so extreme  
– in the numbers of people and  
the real understanding of Saskia’s 
contribution. She had done so  
much in that short life. The support 
was huge and wonderful and  
really unbelievable.” Even though  
she was shrouded in trauma, those 
messages helped enormously,  
says Maggie. “They meant that  
it mattered.” 

COVID-19 restrictions demanded 
that Maggie, who is usually frantically 
busy travelling for work and filming 
TV projects, was grounded around 
the time of Saskia’s death, and she’s 
still at home in the Barossa. “It was a  
gift for me,” she admits. “A gift that  

I didn’t have to leave home and could 
be cocooned. I am a homebody by 
nature and loved being in the garden.”

In the weeks that followed, the 
family put their heads together to 
create a lasting memorial, and today 
Maggie exclusively tells The Weekly 
about the unique legacy that will 
ensure Saskia’s memory lives on. 

“We’ve created a Churchill 
Fellowship in Saskia’s honour, so  
her name will be perpetually there  
to in some way continue the work  
she was doing in terms of farming 
innovation,” Maggie says proudly. 

The Churchill Fellowship was set  
up as a memorial to British wartime 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill and 
it will be the Beer family who will 
fund Saskia’s so it exists in perpetuity. 

pheasant and partridge and guinea 
fowl, which was what we wanted  
to do, and there wasn’t knowledge 
within Australia.”

Because of current travel restrictions, 
the inaugural fellowship will be 
granted in 2022. “Potential applicants 
apply on the fellowship site and there 
is a huge amount of judging done 
statewide, then nationally. It’s a 
wonderful process.” 

The Beer family joins the judging. 
So, what are they looking for? “It’s for 
travel overseas and we’re looking for 
innovation, something new in food or 
farming. We’ve made it as wide as that 
because we can’t even predict what 
might be in somebody’s mind, but you 
want something that’s creative and 
new and will bring benefit. 

“Having an open mind at this  
stage is important. It’s about someone 
who wants to research or learn 
something that’s not available within 
Australia. This is not a junket. An 
applicant has to have planned where 
they’re going, who they’re going to 
see, what they’re going to learn. It’s 
very structured. The necessity is that 
they write a report when they return 
to Australia and it’s available for 
anyone to access.”

The lockdown gave Maggie 
much-needed time to grieve, but it 
was challenging for her restaurant, 
farm shop and cafe. “From the 
business point of view, like everyone 
else, it was very tough to be closed 
down for months,” she says. “But 
because of JobKeeper our teams were 
just amazing in their energy and 
commitment, and we spring-cleaned 
everything, scrubbed floors, painted 
and landscaped, and they put their 
energies to anything that had to be 
done with such enthusiasm that we 
definitely felt we were investing in the 
future. That was a positive in terms  
of the bonding of the team also. We 
reopened just four days a week when 
we were allowed to, and it’s been 
about 35 per cent of normal business 
until the last long weekend, which 
was fantastic and like it used to be.”

Also in lockdown, Maggie launched 
a program of ad hoc online cooking 
tutorials which proved a huge hit. → 

“My favourite 
memories of 
Saskia are of 

us being in 
the kitchen 
together.”  

“The wonderful thing about the 
Churchill Fellowships is that they are 
open to absolutely all walks of life, 
whether you’re a pheasant farmer – 
like Colin – or a dry land gardener  
or an artist or academic or a social 
worker, a policeman, a fireman.

“Our Churchill Fellowship will  
be called the Saskia Beer Churchill 
Fellowship, and that’s really important 
to us. We’re very grateful that there  
is such an organisation. Colin won  
a Churchill Fellowship in 1978, and 
in fact it was pivotal for us and our 
journey because it was what led us  
to opening the farm shop and then  
the restaurant. The rest is history. 

“He went to the UK and Scotland, 
where the breeding of pheasant and 
partridge is huge, and to Germany, 
where it was a particularly strong  
way of farming, and then to America. 
All of these places bred birds, 
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“At first it was seven days a week,  
and that became too exhausting. But  
I wanted to do it while we were all 
locked down,” she says. “People from 
everywhere were so extraordinarily 
kind to us, so it was my way of  
giving back. I had no idea how much 
resonance there would be in the 
community, so I just wanted to do 
really simple things where people could 
open their pantries or their fridges.

“I was aware of what was difficult 
to buy and I wanted to share the 
pleasure of cooking with tips and 
ideas that weren’t necessarily recipes, 
just things families could do together. 
People just needed a bit of confidence. 
Sometimes it was as simple as 
poaching eggs, making an omelette. 
There were no lights, just my assistant 
recording on the phone from the other 
side of the 
room. The 
simplicity and 
the casualness 
of it seemed 
to work,  
and I was  
just blown 
away by the 
response.  
We got up to 
4.6 million 
people 
watching!”

Maggie is 
pleased that 
the pandemic 
has promoted 
a resurgence 
in home 
cooking 
which is not only teaching people new 
skills, but helping with mental health 
issues and bringing communities 
together. “The empowerment of 
starting all your meals from scratch – 
making the stock, making the soup, 
roasting a chook – has added a really 
important dimension to lives, I think.

“Also, I truly believe what COVID 
has done is bring more kindness and 
more understanding of the need to 
know your neighbours, to be aware 
and care for them. It’s something we 
have in the country, but I’ve noticed  
it very much with friends in the city 

who will tell me, ‘I didn’t know my 
neighbour across the road and now  
I realise that they need us and I’m 
cooking for them,’ and ‘I said hello  
to the person down the street and 
now we go walking together.’ I hear 
those stories time and time again,  
and that’s a great thing. Kindness is 
very important.”

At 75 most people are retired, but 
Maggie has no plans in that direction. 
“Even though we sold Maggie Beer 
Products [last year], the farm and all 
the farming enterprises and the farm 
shop and the eatery, that all stays in 

the family forever, so I’ll always be 
part of that. Having said that, my 
daughter Elli will take more leadership 
– but it was our first home, really, so 
it’s like a second home still.”

Maggie says she and Elli work 
fantastically together. “We’re both 
very energetic people and I love 
the fact that Elli has an idea a day, 
just like her dad.” 

The Beer family Christmas will  
of course be tinged with deep sadness 
this year, but as always Maggie’s 
tower of strength will be Colin.  
The secret to their 50-year marriage, 
she says, is simple. “Colin makes me 
laugh. He’s been the most amazing 
support for me, belief in me and  
the absolute rock of our family,  
but always with such humour,  
such drollness.” AWW

Above: Maggie has the 
support of her loved 
ones and the public as 
she looks to the future. 
Left: With her husband 
of 50 years, Colin.


