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Grandpa James and the Scholars Hut  

 

 

 

Thomas Shadrach James, 1859-1946 

 

Daniel Matthews saw the importance of education and attempted to provide a 

better level of education for the people under his care at Maloga (1874-1888). 

The level of education allowed to be taught to Aboriginal people in New South 

Wales at the time was only to the third grade, which was equal to that of an 

eight-year-old white child.  This was to change dramatically and forever on the 

arrival of a remarkably intelligent and worldly thinker of the calibre of Thomas 

Shadrach James. 

 

It was on a visit to Melbourne to drum up support for his privately funded 

mission, that Matthews first met Thomas Shadrach James. Thomas James was, a 

distinguished student of Indian and Mauritian background, who came to 

Australia in the early 1870s and studied at Melbourne University. Grandpa 

James, as he is affectionately known, was an exceptional scholar in medicine, 

history, politics and linguistics and became a qualified teacher in education. He 

was also knowledgeable in traditional healing plants and dispensing medicines, 



 2 

and was often called upon to administer medical and dental treatment. Grandpa 

brought these skills with him to Maloga (1881) and to Cummeragunja, (1888) 

where he became an admired leader, mentor and headmaster of the school up 

until his retirement in 1922 (pp.240-41).  

 

During his lifelong connection with Maloga and Cummera he became 

increasingly immersed in local Yorta Yorta history and culture.  He gained a 

deep insight into Yorta Yorta culture, language, spirituality, tribal groups, and 

land relations which he recorded in his writings (Atkinson, 2001: 220).  

 

Daniel Mathew’s admiration for the quality of Granpa’s teaching is reflected in 

his diaries, 1881-1889.  Pupils under Granpa at Maloga,  including the ‘white 

kids he taught’ were ‘better educated than the majority of state schools’; The 

school ‘flourishes under Mr James’ careful direction and children are in robust 

health’ (pp.215, 225). Reports from visitors to Maloga were equally glowing, 

claiming that they ‘never saw children more advanced’ in their learning and how 

they could ‘read, speak and recite in public with assurance’. These were the 

hallmarks of Granpa’s teaching pedagogy (pp. 193, 228). 

 

Grandpa James encouraged students to be confident in their own abilities. He 

taught them to be proud of their Yorta Yorta identity and to recognise the 

empowerment that comes from being able to articulate their grievances through 

the power of the voice and the spear of the pen. Strongly influenced by the 

passion for human dignity and respect for one’s fellow people, Grandpa was a 

strong believer in the political strategy of passive resistance and non violence.  It 

was a process nurtured by other humanitarians of the time that required 

patience, leadership and collective people power.  Grandpa James’s teaching 

ability and the desire to gain justice for the Yorta Yorta people, combined to lay 

the foundations of what became the genesis of Yorta Yorta political leadership 

and visionary thinking to this day. The tradition of protest, and calls for freedom 

and equality against oppression and exclusion, grew from Maloga and continued 

through Cummera to the present. 

 

The Scholars Hut 

 

With this background it is worth reflecting on the concept of the ‘Scholars Hut’, 

the place where Granpa held his ‘scholars classes in the evenings’ (p.185). We try 

to imagine the quality of education that Grandpa’s pupils were receiving, 

including the instructive nature of his teaching.  We get a glimpse of this through 

the eyes of some of the non-Indigenous students whom Grandpa took under his 

wing at Maloga and Cummeragunja.  Mathews, eldest son John, who went on to 

enjoy a privileged education in Australia, London, and Canada,  returns to pay 

homage to Granpa, whom he said ‘laid the truest and finest foundation of his 

education’ and was a ‘teacher unsurpassed anywhere’.  Given the restrictions 

placed on Aboriginal education at the time, Maloga’s success, in John Mathew’s 

eyes, was attributed to ‘the character and ability of Mr James’ (Riverine Herald, 

16 August, 1946). Maloga was punching well above its weight in education alone, 

and was making its contribution to deconstructing the racial superiority that 

drove Government policy of the time.  
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It must be said that the learning attributes of the bright young scholars of 

Maloga were producing outstanding results.  William Cooper in particular, 

showed his aptitude for learning by ‘acquiring knowledge of the Alphabet, 

capital and small letters, in three days and then taught Bobby (his brother) 

capitals in –only one day’.  William Cooper ‘ learned to write letters and express 

himself in a formed and educated hand’  which helped him to organise people to 

form the Australian Aborigines League AAL, the founding organisation of the 

political movement in Melbourne, 1932 (pp. 114-115).  

 

Hunger for learning, and an opportunity to learn in an environment that was 

nurtured by someone who could be trusted and believed in the natural 

capabilities of his pupils, was an essential ingredient of Maloga and 

Cummeragunja education . It was the power of education and care that saw the 

rise of many outstanding leaders like William Cooper who carried the flag high 

for Yorta Yorta justice and racial equality into the 20
th

 Century (Nancy Cato, 

Mr Maloga, 1976:69).  

 

Indeed the image of the Scholars Hut, a candle burning into the night, and the 

intellectual stimulus that Granpa was using to mentor  his students, is a powerful 

metaphor. It continues to have a profound effect on my generation’s desires to 

carry on from where Grandpa left off and to achieve in higher education. 

 

Thomas Shadrach James married William Cooper’s sister Ada, at Maloga in 

1885 and dedicated the rest of his life to Yorta Yorta education, culture, 

community health, and to their political struggle. His marriage into the people 

produced a blood line connection to nearly every family group within the 

broader Yorta Yorta Nation.  He was one with and of the people who remained 

headmaster until his retirement, giving over forty years of esteemed service. 

Indeed it was his knowledge and his style of teaching that inspired the next 

generation of Yorta Yorta political activists, including William Cooper, Sir Doug 

Nicholls, Jack Patten,  Bill Onus, Theresa Clements, Shadrach James (his son by 

Ada), Marj Tucker, Geraldine Briggs, Eddy Atkinson and many others. Names 

of family group leaders like these have their origins in the achievements that 

were nurtured at Maloga and Cummeragunja.  All were equally articulate, 

proud and talented leaders who used the knowledge and skills they learned to 

achieve better outcomes for their people (pp.192-193). 

 

One also needs to recognise that while these leaders are iconic figures in 

Indigenous history; their achievements are inseparably linked to the support and 

solidarity of the community from where they came and for whom they 

represented. They were also moulded by the unimaginable circumstances 

Indigenous people faced at that time in Australia under the Governments 

atrocious segregation and control polices of the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 Century. 

 

Reflecting on Grandpa James’ work and retirement many years later, one of his  

pupils comments: ‘He was the cog in the wheel, and when he left it left a big gap 

to fill because he set such a high standard to follow’.  After his work at Maloga, 

and Cummera,  Grandpa and his family moved to Melbourne for a while where 

he continued to mentor and advise his former students, who by this time had set 

up one of the first Aboriginal organisation in Australia, the Australian 

Aborigines League, in Melbourne in 1933. He later returned to Shepparton 
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where he died in 1945 (3 years after William Coopers passing), and is buried 

with his wife Ada in the Cummeragunja cemetery (Atkinson, 1981: 79). 

 

Many of his kinship group followed in his footsteps and have achieved in higher 

education including those at the University of Melbourne who have graduated 

and those who are now running and attending education programs in the 

ancestral lands from where Maloga and Cummera were established. Many 

continue to play important leadership roles in community organisations, sport 

and government agencies, grounded in their proud identity and connections with 

the inspiration flowing from the days of Maloga and Cummera. 

 

The concept of the Scholars Hut has turned a full circle and continues to be a key 

metaphor in the teaching of Oncountry Learning courses. Students doing field 

base Indigenous Studies courses are taken to the site of old Maloga and 

Cummeragunja to  hear the story lines told by Granpas descendants, and to gain 

a better understanding of this important chapter of history.   

 

The political strategies that were nurtured in the Scholars Hut; the Power of the 

Voice, Spear of the Pen and Collective organisation,  have remained the key 

strategies used to achieve fair and just outcomes in the Yorta Yorta Struggle for 

Land Justice, National Parks, Equality of Education and Self Determination  in 

21
st
 Century Australia. Like the old river Dungala that flowed past the old 

Maloga site, Granpa James story and vision will continue to inspire future 

generations to see the value and importance of education as a means of 

individual and community empowerment. 
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