
Broomcorn--The Frontiersman's Cash Crop 
About 50,000,000 brooms are manufactured annually in 
the United States from the Iong fibrous branches in the 
inflorescences of this corn-like crop. 
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Introduction 

Broomcorn culture was carried across 
the United States to new western lands 
by successive waves of pioneers. This 
march continued from about 1805 to 
1930, when our last farming frontier was 
reached. Pioneer farmers liked broom- 
corn because its high value per pound 
made it feasible to haul or ship the brush 
long distances. Few domestic industrial 
crops, e.g., hops and mint, move so far 
from farm to factory. High-quality 
broomcorn brush has brought growers up 
to 525 dollars a ton during periods of 
scarcity and high economic price levels. 
Poor brush, even in depression or panic 
periods, usually sells for 25 to 40 dollars 
or more per ton. 

Broomcorn is valuable because it 
makes better brooms than any other 
product yet discovered. The fine seed 
branches near the tip of the fiber help to 
gather dust and lint. The flexibility and 
resilience of its fibers are unexcelled, and 
few other fibers equal it in wearing 
quality. The drought resistance of the 
plant made the crop a favorite of Great 
Plains settlers from Nebraska south- 
ward. Since the brush is harvested be- 
fore the seed is ripe, broomcorn may 
partly evade a drought that ruins a grain 
crop. Despite its drought resistance, 
broomcorn thrives best in the rich well- 
watered prairie and river bottom lands. 
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Broomcorn grows well in humid sections, 
but the quality of the brush may be in- 
jured by wet weather at harvesttime. 

Not all brooms are made from broom- 
corn. Madame Neanderthal Q. Cave- 
woman doubtless used a branch of a 
tree to sweep dinosaur bones from the 
dirt floor of her subterranean dwelling. 
People of later ages made " besoms " for 
sweeping by tying a bundle of twigs, 
straw or sedge stems to a stick. Hem- 
lock, birch or elm boughs tied together 
served early American colonists. They 
also made small brooms by shaving or 
splintering the end of a hickory stick. 
Others tied up a bundle of the grass, 
broomsedge (Andropogon virginicus). 
By 1200 A.D. Britons had learned to use 
the leathery twigs of the yellow-flowered 
leguminous broom plant belonging to the 
genus Cytisus (or Genista). As a re- 
sult, the besom came to be called a 
broom some four centuries later. Some 
brooms at present are made from vege- 
table fibers such as piassava, palmyra 
stalks and "rice root " obtained from 
the tropics 3, as well as from rice straw. 

Cordgrasses (Spartina spp.), rice straw, 
hickory splints and shredded leaves of 
the Yucca-like plants, bear grass (Nolina 
spp.), are used as low-priced inside fillers 
in American broomcorn brooms when the 
latter fiber is scarce and high priced. 

Broomcorn  Uses  

Broomcorn is used almost exclusively 
for sweeping and brushing but it supplies 
certain other needs. The housewife of a 

s See "Brush-Making Fibres", by R. 14. 
Kirby, Econ. Bot. 4(3) : 243-252. 1950. 



164 ECONOMIC BOTANY 

half-century ago used a broomstraw to 
test a cake in the oven to see whether it 
was fully baked. Grandpaw knew that 
a broom straw makes a fine pipe cleaner. 
Broomcorn is used to top the hurdles at 
dog racing courses. A wisp of broom- 
corn panicles twisted in the hands pro- 
duces a noise similar to that from a 
crackling fire. Radio, television and 
motion picture engineers use this device 
for making an imaginary fire sound real- 
istic. Coarse broom fibers serve as stems 
for artificial flowers. Broomcorn stalks 
have long been known to be suitable for 
the manufacture of fiber board and 
paper, but they are not so used indus- 
trially at present. The stalks, when 
plowed under, return an abundance of 
organic matter to the soil. 

Brooms used in many countries are 
made mostly from piassava, straw, grass, 
sedge, twigs or other materials, instead 
of broomcorn. The United States pro- 
duce about as much broomcorn as the 
rest of the world combined. France, 
Argentina, Hungary and Italy are the 
chief foreign producers, each of these 
countries producing from 3,000 to 12,000 
tons in a year. The latter three coun- 
tries, along with the United States, are 
the chief exporters. The crop in France, 
called "sorgho s balaise", is grown 
chiefly in the Rhone and Garonne val- 
leys, in the vicinity of Marseilles and 
Bordeaux. The Italian crop is grown 
mostly in the vicinity of Leghorn in 
Tuscany, with some also near Venice, 
Florence and Genoa. The crop in Hun- 
gary is grown in the southern half of 
~hat country. In Argentina broomcorn, 
or "maiz de guinea ", is produced by 
many small growers in the vicinity of 
the larger cities. There i~ is planted 
from September to November on land 
from which a winter crop of wheat, flax 
or barley has been harvested. Some 
oroomcorn is grown also in southern 
Brazil, Uruguay, Australia, Yugoslavia 
and Roumania, and small quantities are 

raised in many other countries, including 
Mexico. In Australia the crop is called 
" broom millet ". 

The United States normally has ex- 
ported from 2,000 to 5,000 tons of broom- 
corn yearly, chiefly to Canada, Cuba 
and Mexico. Brooms are exported to 
these countries and also 4o Europe. 
Foreign broomcorn usually is of lower 
quality than much of that grown in the 
United States, chiefly because growers 
allow the seed to ripen before harvesting 
the brush. That often results in red- 
dened harsh fiber. Much of the Euro- 
pean fiber also is long and coarse because 
of thin planting in the field. Many 
Europeans prefer a broom with longer 
fibers than those in the American house- 
hold broom. 

Broomcorn is imported into the United 
States in years when the domestic crop 
is short, mostly from Argentina, Italy 
and Hungary. Imported brush is sub- 
]ect to a tariff and also must be con- 
signed to New York or Boston where 
facilities are available for steam fumiga- 
tion of the brush in the ship's hold before 
it is unloaded. This fumigation is to 
kill any European corn borers present, 
a pest which originally reached the 
United States in some European broom- 
corn arriving in Boston. The brush 
shipped to this country usually is cut 
from the " h a n d l e  " to reduce weight and 
to eliminate the handles that may harbor 
overwintering borers. 

Broomcorn is grown on some 200 to 
300 thousand acres annually in the 
United States on which are produced 
from 30 to 50 thousand tons of cured 
brush. From 1100 to 1200 household 
brooms, each containing one to one and 
one-fourth pounds of fiber, are made 
from each ton of brush. Nearly a third 
of the weight of an average bale of 
broomcorn is discarded as sortings, trim- 
mings, seeds, trash and wire bands. 

No home is complete without a broom, 
even if used only for sweeping the porch, 
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kitchen floors, steps, walks, garage or 
basement. Before waxed floors, scatter 
rugs, vacuum cleaners and floor dust 
mops were in common use, the broom 
was the device for sweeping the wall- 
to-wall carpeted floors. Despite these 
household changes, broomcorn consump- 
tion has decreased less than 20 percent 
in the past 35 years. Broomcorn brooms 
are not confined to the home. They are 
used in warehouses, stores, factories, steel 
mills, smelters, cotton mills and barns. 

men with broomcorn brooms in railroad 
yards sweeping snow out of the rail 
switches to keep them from freezing fast. 

Traditionally, no witch is complete 
without a broom. 

The Plant and Its Origin 

The origin of broomcorn is obscure. 
It is a specialized type of the sorghum 
plant (Sorghum vulgare). Sorghum ap- 
parently originated in central Africa and 
was carried to countries bordering the 

Fla. 1. A field of 

The steel floors of steel mills constantly 
must be swept free from grit and cinders. 
Such particles will stick to a hot sheet or 
bar should it touch a dirty floor and thus 
create a flaw in the hot steel when it 
passes through the next set of rolls. 
Lint must be swept from cotton mill 
floors to reduce fire hazards and main- 
rain morale. Our armed forces need 
brooms not only to clean quarters but 
also to keep men busy during slack 
periods. Wintertime finds hundreds of 

Standard broomcorn. 

Mediterranean. Men or women of the 
Dark Ages used long-branched sorghum 
panicles for making brooms and doubt- 
less began to select heads for planting 
that had the longest panicle branches. 
They continued this selection for many 
generations until broomcorn was evolved. 
The broomcorn plant was first described 
in Italy late in the 16th Century. The 
Chinese, after introducing sorghum about 
the 13th Century, likewise developed a 
broom kaoling (sorghum) with long 
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fibers that approach those of broomcorn. 
The present-day broomcorn plant has 
a nodding panicle with long fibrous 
branches borne at the top of a stalk that 
is from three to 15 feet in height. The 
stalks have some resemblance to a corn- 
stalk. In fact, the original draft of an 
official order, issued by the War Pro- 
duction Board during World War II, 
authored by a Bronx barrister, defined 
broomcorn as "a kind of corn without 
any ears on it ". 

The broomcorn plant (Sorghum vul- 
gare var. technicum) is a tall coarse 
annual grass having solid dry, pithy 
stalks with eight to 15 nodes and leaves 
above the ground level. The upper in- 
ternode or peduncle is eight to 18 inches 
long. At its top is a series of closely 
compressed panicle nodes from which the 
fibers arise. The fibers, usually 12 to 24 
inches long, are branched toward the tip, 
and the flowers and seeds are borne at 
the tips of small branches. The seeds 
are brown, broadly boat-shaped and en- 
closed in tan, reddish tan or chocolate- 
brown, awned, pubescent (hairy) glumes 
or chaff. The ripe seeds usually remain 
in the glumes after threshing, and about 
30,000 seeds weigh one pound. Plants of 
dwarf varieties range from three to seven 
feet in height, whereas tall (standard) 
varieties vary between six and 15 feet. 
A field of tall broomcorn, with its brushy 
nodding panicles, is an inspiring sight. 
In the words of a 19th Century New 
England poet: 

"For the tall broomcorn is a warrior 
born, 

In the stern battalions growing, 
And his green leaves wave like a ban- 

brave, 
When the battle winds are blowing ". 

Dwarf varieties usually produce one or 
more tillers or sucker stalks which also 
bear usable brush. Some dwarf varie- 
ties develop constrictions near the base 
of the peduncle, which provide a ready 

breaking point when the brush is pulled 
from the stalk. 

History of Broomcorn Culture 

Broomcorn culture spread from Italy 
to other parts of Europe, chiefly France 
and countries of the Danube basin. Ben- 
jamin Franklin is credited with intro- 
duction of it into the United States. 
Franklin did not mention broomcorn in 
his Autobiography. According to an inci- 
dent reputed to have been recorded in 
his personal diary, he returned from 
England in 1725 and carried a golden 
snuff box containing a single seed of 
broomcorn packed in cotton. I t  had 
been removed from a whisk broom while 
he was the guest of Lady Burkhorst. 
Franklin was in Europe from 1724 to 
1726, 1757 to 1762, and 1764 to about 
1774. Another story told by Charles 
Thompson, Secretary of the Continental 
Congress, places the whisk broom in the 
possession of a Philadelphia lady. In 
either case, Franklin is credited with 
planting the seed that founded the 
American broom industry. 

Thomas Jefferson noted that broom- 
corn was grown in Virginia as early as 
1781. Samuel Hopkins, Hadley, Mass., 
grew broomcorn in 1778, and Rev. Enoch 
Hale, Westhampton, Mass., grew it in 
1785. 

At first, broomcorn was merely a 
curiosity or a garden crop for making 
homemade brooms. But in 1797 Levi 
Dickinson, an eccentric bachelor, grew a 
half-acre of the crop near Hadley, Mass., 
and made 20 to 30 brooms which he sold. 
The next year he grew an acre of broom- 
corn and made nearly 200 brooms. 
Others took up broomcorn culture by 
1800, and, in 1810, 70,000 brooms were 
made in the vicinity of Hadley. About 
1,000 acres of broomcorn was grown 
there annually by 1825. Some 770,000 
brooms and 76,000 brushes were made in 
41 factories in the Hadley section in 
1850. The crop was grown in Virginia, 



F=G. 2. Cutt ing the brush from tabled broomcorn. 
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Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey and other 
States before 1834. Broomcorn culture 
moved westward to the Mohawk Valley 
of New York early in the 19th Century. 
The Shakers, a communistic, celibate, 
devout, religious sect, took up broom- 
corJa culture and broom-making around 
Watervliet, Schenectady County, New 
York, at least by 1834 and probably 
earlier. The broom industry had become 
important there before 1845. Broom- 
corn was grown in 24 counties in :New 
York in 1855. Schenectady, New York, 
became the chief broom manufacturing 
center by 1868. Later, factories were 
established at nearby Amsterdam, where 
some have remained up to the present 
time. For many years of the twentieth 
century, Amsterdam led the country in 
broom making. 

The Shakers were active in spreading 
broomcorn culture and in making brooms 
in all of their colonies. They arrived 
from England in 1774 and founded their 
first colony at Niskayuna (later Water- 
vliet), New York. In addition to several 
additional colonies in that State, they 
established others in Maine, New Hamp- 
shire, Massachusetts, Ohio and Ken- 
tucky. The Shakers enlarged their 
membership by accepting converts and 
adopting orphans, but eventually their 
numbers declined because both men and 
women of the sect were faithful to their 
vows of celibacy. 

The Westward March of Broomcorn 

Broomcorn continued its westward 
march from the early 19th Century un- 
til about 1930. Its culture passed from 
the Connecticut Valley by 1880 and from 
the Mohawk Valley early in the 20th 
Century. The crop was well established 
in the Scioto Valley of Ohio by 1844 and 
in the Miami Valley by 1848. It was 
then being grown extensively in Virginia 
and Tennessee. It  reached Missouri, 
Illinois and Wisconsin by 1848. It  was 

grown near Platteville, Illinois, by 1855, 
near Kankakee, Ill., by 1857, and 800 
acres were raised near Rockford, in the 
northern part of the State, in 1859. A 
communistic colony of Swedish immi- 
grants grew broomcorn extensively and 
operated a large broom factory at Bishop 
Hill, Illinois, before 1860. 

Col. John Cofer of Areola, in east- 
central Illinois, obtained some broom- 
corn seed from Tennessee and began 
growing the crop in 1861. Two neigh- 
bors, J. K. Breedon and his brother, also 
grew the crop the following year. Within 
a few years Illinois was the leading 
broomcorn State. The leading produc- 
ing area was in east-central Illinois, 
around Mattoon, Charleston, Arcola and 
Tuscola. That section proved to be so 
well suited to broomcorn that it still is 
an important producing center. The 
nation's top yields and quality usually 
come from the rich black prairie soils of 
that vicinity. It is the only humid area 
in which broomcorn did not succumb to 
the westward movement. 

In 1860 broomcorn even jumped all 
the way to California, where five acres 
was grown that year. California broom- 
corn production increased somewhat 
thereafter, but it usually has been a 
minor crop in the State except in 1935 
when 3,000 acres were grown. 

A Swedish emigrant, Frank G. Haw- 
kinson, moved from Illinois to Mar- 
quette, McPherson County, Kansas, in 
1869, taking broomcorn seed with him. 
He and his brothers grew 80 acres of 
broomeorn on freshly-broken sod in 1870. 
The first load of brush was hauled 33 
miles by ox team to the railroad at Sa- 
lina, a two-day trip. Hawkinson's neigh- 
bors soon began to grow broomcorn, and 
McPherson County produced 1,156 acres 
in 1874 and nearly 15,000 acres in 1882. 

By 1879, Kansas ranked next to Illi- 
nois among the leading States in broom- 
corn production. Missouri ranked third 
that year. Broomcorn soon advanced 
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FIG. 3 (Upper). The bunches of cut brush lying on alternate tables are laid on a trailer 
drawn across the field astride an empty table. 

Fro. 4 (Lower). The cu~ green brush slides off the rear of ~ dump tmiIer. 
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across Kansas, and production in Mc- 
Pherson County eventually ceased. After 
1910 the crop was largely restricted to 
a few southwestern counties where it still 
remains in cultivation on a considerable 
a r e a .  

Broomcorn also had spread from Illi- 
nois to Iowa by 1861 and thence to Ne- 
braska before 1875. Nebraska growers 
liked broomcorn because it resisted 
grasshopper ravages. Nebraska ranked 
third in broomcorn production in 1889. 
The crop at that time was well dis- 
tributed across the southern half of the 
State, but it practically went out of cul- 
tivation in Nebraska 40 years ago. 

After the Sooners "made the run"  
into Oklahoma in 1889, many took up 
broomcorn culture. Ten years later 
Oklahoma ranked third in broomcorn 
production, and since 1909 has led all 
other States nearly every year. 

Early broomcorn culture in Oklahoma 
was mostly in the northern and western 
counties. The most important center 
was established later in the rich Washita 
Valley near Lindsay. Robert Watkins 
and his son-in-law, Fred Tinch, broom- 
corn growers of Humboldt, Illinois, 
moved to Lindsay in 1905. The next 
spring they grew 140 acres of broomcorn, 
planting Illinois seed. A neighbor grew 
an additional 15 acres. Other early 
Lindsay growers from Illinois were Scott 
Moore and W. K. Donnell. Before long, 
broomcorn was a major crop in the dis- 
trict, and within ten years Lindsay was 
the biggest primary broomcorn market 
in the nation. More than 800 carloads 
of broomcorn valued at over two million 
dollars were shipped from Lindsay in 
1919. It is still an important broomcorn 
center. 

An appreciable production of broom- 
corn was under way in Texas, Colorado 
and California by 1889, and in New 
Mexico by 1909. Some broomcorn was 
grown in New Mexico before 1890. By 
1909, production had largely ceased in 

Iowa and Nebraska and the only impor- 
tant commercial production in the east- 
ern half of the United States was in 
Illinois, Missouri and Tennessee. 

Commercial broomcorn production was 
instigated in Bee and Goliad counties 
in South Texas by the American Ware- 
house Company about 1911. The Bee- 
ville locality and several outlying sec- 
tions continue to produce most of the 
Texas broomcorn crop. 

Colorado and New Mexico were the 
last frontiers of commercial broomcorn 
culture. Production in both States rose 
rapidly between 1909 and 1929 as new 
lands came into cultivation. The Great 
Plains area gradually becomes drier 
with the westward rise toward the Rocky 
Mountains. Dryland farming in the 
Great Plains sections of southeastern 
Colorado and eastern New Mexico stops 
about 50 miles or less from the eastern 
borders of these States because the rain- 
fall drops too low for successful pro- 
duction of any non- i r r igated crop. 
Consequently the westward march of 
broomcorn culture was brought to a halt 
when the last outpost of arable lands 
was put under the plow about 1930. 

Baca County, in the southeast corner 
of Colorado, was first settled about 1887, 
at which time the writer's father-in-law 
filed on a claim, which he soon relin- 
quished, some 50 miles from the nearest 
railroad. Farming there was a struggle 
for many years, but the few more re- 
sourceful settlers who remained gradu- 
ally evolved methods for producing crops 
under the ]imited rainfall. Broomcorn 
was their best cash crop. A heavy ex- 
pansion of crop production there fol- 
lowed World War I. For many years 
broomcorn was hauled mostly to shipping 
points in Kansas, but a branch railroad 
reached Springfield, the county seat of 
Baca County in 1926. A heavy tonnage 
of broomcorn awaited rail shipment. 
Within three years Baca County was the 
leading county in the world in broom- 



nROOMCOR~ 171 

corn production, and has held first place 
since then except in a few drought years. 

During most of the past 25 years 
about 99 percent of the national broom- 
corn crop has been grown in six States-- 
Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico, Kan- 
sas, Texas and Illinois. Production is 
restricted to one or a few favored sec- 
tions in each State. Production in other 
States is mostly for local broom fac- 
tories, and the acreage is small in each 
case. When prices are high, however, 
farmers seeking a bonanza occasionally 
attempt commercial production in many 

any particular locality. It is planted at 
about corn planting time and up to one 
month later. The seed is planted about 
one inch deep in rows from three to 
three and one-half feet apart, using from 
two and one-half to four pounds or more 
of seed per acre. A corn planter or lister 
furrow planter, in either case with special 
broomcorn seed plates, is used. Desired 
stands of plants are two and one-half to 
four inches apart in the row in the humid 
districts of east-central Illinois and cen- 
tral Oklahoma, and from six to nine 
inches apart in the semi-arid districts of 

FIG. 5. Broomcorn scraper or thresher with sides removed to show the mechanism. 

parts of the United States outside the 
usual areas. Such efforts usually are 
short-lived because of difficulties from 
inexperienced help, inadequate facilities 
for obtaining a good quality product, 
and a shortage of competitive buyers. 
Broomcorn can be grown in every State 
in the Union, although the quality of the 
brush from wet or cold climates or poor 
soils may not be wholly satisfactory. 

How Broomcorn Is Grown 

The methods of growing broomcorn up 
to harvest time are essentially the same 
as for growing corn or grain sorghum in 

Colorado, New Mexico, Kansas, and 
western Oklahoma and Texas. About 
two-thirds of the seeds sown develop into 
plants under favorable conditions. Inter- 
tillage for weed control is the same as 
for other row crops in a particular dis- 
trict. Two or three cultivations are com- 
mon in semi-arid sections, and four or 
five cultivations in sub-humid areas. 
Two-row or four-row planters and culti- 
vators are popular in humid areas and 
three-row to six-row lister-type machines 
are customary on dryland farms. 

Broomcorn growing is now largely 
confined either to sections of economical 
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production or where a high-quality of 
brush is obtained. These sections have 
adequate marketing facilities and also 
threshing and baling equipment that 
operates on a custom basis. There seems 
to be little need at present for bringing 
in any more new producing areas. 

Broomcorn is gathered shortly after 
pollination is completed, when the seeds 
are in the milk. Later harvesting results 
in reddened harsh brush. The harvest- 
ing and handling of the brush are unique 
operations, involving from 80 to 150 
hours of man labor for each ton of brush. 
Broomcorn, like tobacco, has not yet 
yielded to mechanical harvesting because 
inspired inventors have never evolved a 
satisfactory machine. Each brushy pani- 
cle, like each tobacco leaf, must be cut 
or pulled from the stalk individually 
while rejecting those that are unmarket- 
able. In subsequent operations of bunch- 
ing, hauling, curing, seeding and baling, 
the brush is kept straight and untangled, 
and consequently must be handled in 
small bunches or armfuls. The peduncle 
or handle supporting the brush is cut six 
to ten inches below the ~oint where the 
fibers arise, and must be pulled free from 
its enveloping sheath at the same time. 
Considerable skill is required to coordi- 
nate this cutting and pulling (Fig. 2). 

Dwarf varieties usually are pulled or 
" jerked " from the standing stalk with- 
out cutting. Tall or standard broom 
often is cut from the standing stalk in 
semi-arid sections when the plants are 
not more than seven feet high. In humid 
areas and often elsewhere the stalks are 
so tall that they either must be broken 
or "tabled " before the brush is cut. In 
tabling, a man walks backward while 
breaking over the stalks of two rows at 
a height of two and one-half to three 
feet. The upper sections of the stalks 
from the two rows are intertwined and 
intererossed diagonally and laid hori- 
zontally to form a " table"  at a height 
convenient for cutting. The tops project 

beyond the rows at each side of the 
table. 

For each ton of cured brush, a man 
walks backwards from two and one-half 
to six miles in tabling. When cutting, 
a man walks between two tables and 
cuts the brush on each side. During cut- 
ting, small bunches of brush are laid on 
alternate tables (Fig. 3) and it is hauled 
to the seeder (scraper) within 24 hours 
or less. Brush pulled or cut from short 
standing stalks is placed in bunches be- 
tween the stalks and may be left there 
to dry for several days if it is to be cured 
in a rick. Otherwise it is hauled promptly 
and dumped on the ground near the 
seeder (Fig. 4). 

Green brush for shed curing is seeded 
(threshed) with a power seeder set near 
the curing shed. It  is picked up from 
the dump piles in armfuls, carried to the 
long table of the scraper where it is laid 
out straight, evened at the butt ends 
(" butted up "), partly culIed and then 
fed into the thresher. The brush is 
clasped between two toothed endless 
chains of the scraper or seeder while the 
seed is knocked from the tip end of the 
brush by the whirling spikes of twin 
threshing cylinders (Fig. 5). Armfuls 
of the seeded brush are then picked up 
and carried to the slat-sided curing shed. 
Seeding before curing provides better 
brush because fewer fine branches are 
broken off when the brush is damp. 

In the curing shed the brush is spread 
out about four inches thick on paired 
slats in tiers six inches apart vertically 
(Fig. 6). I t  cures ready for baling in 
from ten days to two weeks. In the 
drier western districts much of the brush 
is cured in outdoor ricks about five feet 
wide at the base, with sloping sides, built 
four to five feet high and any convenient 
length. In ricking, as in hauling, the 
brush is laid straight in double tiers, 
with the seed end of the brush outward. 
The rick, and sometimes the load, is 
topped off with a single tier of brush. 
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FIo. 6. Examining brush taken from the shelves of ~he curing shed in the background. 
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Rick-cured brush usually is seeded after 
curing in order to save labor, and then 
is carried directly from the seeder to the 
baler (Fig. 7). 

The brush is laid in the baler chamber 
in two partly overlapping tiers with the 
butts outward. The chamber is then 
clamped shut and pressure applied from 
the bottom to compress the brush. Motor 
or horse power operates the compressor. 
The compressed bale is tied with five No. 
11 wires and then released from the 
baler. The average bale weighs from 
330 to 340 pounds (Fig. 8). Twelve to 
13 tons fill an average railway box car. 

Early American broomcorn growers 
stripped the seed from the brush by 
hand. A curry comb was a useful 
scraper. Later the brush was scraped 
between a pair of hand operated jaws of 
a flax " b r e a k  " or similar device. The 
next type of scraper was a " hetchel " or 
hackle, consisting of a row of upright 
teeth through which the brush was 
drawn. Scrapers consisting of toothed 
cylinders turned by horsepower were in 
use by 1847. Gray's Broomcorn Scraper, 
a machine with paired cylinders running 
in opposite directions, as in present-day 
scrapers, was available by 1873. With 
this machine the brush was held in the 
hands during the threshing operation. 
The feeder chain for holding the brush 
during the scraping was devised a num- 
ber of years later and was in general use 
in Illinois in 1893. The scraping of a 
ton of brush by hand took a man about 
seven days. With a modern power 
scraper, the efficiency of man labor is 
increased about six-fold. 

Early growers sometimes baled broom- 
corn brush in a hay press or tobacco 
baler, but special broomcorn balers were 
manufactured before 1891. Small lots 
of brush sometimes are still marketed 
locally in bundles tied with rope or 
twine. 

The harvesting of brush requires from 
ten to 24 hours of man labor an acre or 

50 to 90 hours a ton. A seeding crew 
consists of ten to 30 men. With shed- 
cured brush the crew tables and cuts 
about three-quarters of the day and then 
seed and shed the day's cutting. A typi- 
cal baling crew consists of eight to ten 
men. Thus many seasonal laborers are 
required in a heavy-producing broom- 
corn section. Formerly itinerant broom- 
corn hands, often called " johnnies"  
stayed on the farm where they slept in 
barns, sheds or corncribs. Such sleeping 
quarters were not always free from fleas 
or barnyard odors. Now the men lodge 
in town, and groups ride to the farms in 
cars. 

The glumes or chaff of the broomcorn 
panicle bear numerous hairs. These hairs 
become detached in handling, particu- 
larly during threshing. The hairs are 
very irritating to the eyes and to a per- 
spiring skin, producing what is called 
" broomcorn itch". Scratching of an 
itching skin sometimes induces skin in- 
fections. After several itching weeks, 
it is customary for both growers and 
field hands to swear " never again" 
(they usually use stronger language). 
But, since time heals all itches, including 
the seven-year variety, it is more than 
likely that many of the men are back in 
the broomcorn field the next year. The 
writer once encountered a crew in south- 
western Kansas threshing smutty broom- 
corn, where the air was filled not only 
with itching hairs but also with a dense 
cloud of black smut spores. After ten 
minutes of close observation, some of the 
crew members were found to be negroes. 
All of the worker's faces were equally 
black, and the writer's features by then 
were tattle-tale grey. 

The Making of Brooms 

Brooms are made in 200 or more com- 
mercial factories distributed over the 
United States, mostly in or near large 
centers of population. They are so lo- 
cated because it is economical to buy 
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FIa. 7 (Upper). Carrying brush from the s".raper to the baler. 
FIG. 8 (Lower). Buyers of the street market inspecting bales of broomcorn while the growers 

ponder over the price offered. 
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and ship the brush and handles from 
distant points, while marketing the com- 
pleted brooms in the vicinity. Little 
broomcorn is now grown in populous 
areas. Strangely the largest broom fac- 
tory in the United States is located in 
the village of Deshler, Nebraska, in a 
rural community in the southern part of 
that State. Many of the men and women 
workers come from surrounding farms, 
since the number of employees in this 
one factory exceeds the population of the 
town. The factory was established many 
years ago when broomcorn was grown in 
the vicinity. Now the brush must be 
shipped from producing areas nearly 500 
miles away, while many of the brooms 
move even greater distances. Good man- 
agement and " good will " make this a 
successful enterprise. 

There are hundreds of small so-called 
" b u c k e y e "  broom shops distributed over 
the country in cities, towns, villages and 
on farms (Fig. 9). Many of these are 
part-time one-man shops, although fam- 
ily or hired labor may be employed in 
busy periods. The "buckeye"  term 
originated when small shops were numer- 
ous in Ohio. 

Bales of broomcorn are opened at the 
factory and the brush is sorted. Long 
coarse brush is used for making ware- 
house brooms. Short brush is used for 
the insides of household broms. Short 
fibers and the trimmed tips of long fibers 
are used in whisk brooms. Formerly a 
dwarf variety with short fibers was 
grown especially for making whisk 
brooms. Medium-long,  fine, smooth 
fibers, which form the outside or " hurl " 
of the household broom usually are the 
most valuable. This fiber, the cover 
layer, and some of that used for the in- 
sides of the broom, is first cut from the 
handle or peduncle of the brush after 
bleaching and dyeing. The severed fibers 
are then sorted or sized mechanically for 
both length and diameter, and then tied 
in bundles. Most brush is dyed in a vat 

containing a solution of malachite green 
(basic green crystals). This restores the 
green color to bleached and slightly dis- 
colored brush. Bundles of brush from 
the dye vat are drained and then trans- 
ported to the bleaching chamber. There 
the brush is exposed to sulfur dioxide 
fumes from sulfur burned in pots placed 
on the floor. Bleaching lightens the 
shade of the dyed fiber somewhat but 
chiefly destroys dark discoloration caused 
by exposure to weather. Red stains, 
which frequently occur on the brush, re- 
sult from pigment absorbed from injured 
leaf sheaths, especially following aphis 
infestation, wet weather or delayed har- 
vest. Neither dyeing nor bleaching elimi- 
nates the stain to an appreciable extent. 
Some manufacturers dye reddened brush 
a bright red, orange, blue or purple, and 
then market the brooms as novelty prod- 
ucts. Broomcorn breeders are now try- 
ing to develop a good quality broomcorn 
from strains that do not develop red 
stain. These were produced from crosses 
with certain varieties of sorghum that 
are free from red staining. 

The brush is still damp when it is 
carried to the broom maker. The fibers 
must be soft and pliable when worked 
into a broom. Piles of sorted brush are 
placed where the broom maker can reach 
them readily. 

The first step in broom making is to 
clamp the wooden handle into the chuck 
of the winder. Then one end of a spool 
of wire is tacked or nailed to the handle 
near the bottom end. Spring pulleys 
keep the wire at a suitable tension. The 
next step is to place a handful of short 
brush next to the wire at the proper 
point on the handle and start the winder. 
As the handle revolves in the winder, the 
taut wire binds the brush close to the 
handle, care being taken by the operator 
to spread the brush and feed it uniformly 
under the wire all around the broom 
handle (Fig. 9). After sufficient brush 
for the "insides " has been applied, the 
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Fia. 9. Making brooms on a home-made broom winder with a stitching clamp attached. 

head of the broom is trimmed with a 
knife while the winder turns slowly. 
Usually the fibers used for the insides 
has not been cut from the peduncle or 
brush handle, and it is these stalk ends 
that, by trimming, are tapered down to 
the broom handle. Short and coarse 
fiber may be used for the insides. 

The next step is to build the shoulders 
of the broom. The shoulders are formed 
with two bunches of fiber wound on 
opposite sides of the broom. Usually 
these two bunches are attached with the 
tip ends of the fibers pointed upward 
and then are bent double to form rounded 
shoulders, and held down with a loop. 



FIG. 10. A broom after winding (left) and after sewing (right). Mechanical stitcher in back- 
ground. 
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Then a layer of " cover " fiber is applied 
around the outside of the broom. This 
is followed by a finishing course of 
" hurl " fiber, and the wire is nailed to 
the handle and cut free from the reel. 
The head of the broom is trimmed to 
final shape and covered with closely 
wound wire or a metal case and often 
with a ring of velvet (Fig. 10). Then 
any remaining seeds on the brush are 
threshed off. Then the broom is clamped 
in a shaping mold and stitched with four 
or five seams. Trimming the bottom end 
to a gentle curve or sometimes square 
{Fig. 11) and attaching a label to the 
handle completes the broom. Brooms 
of various types weigh from 18 to 50 
pounds per dozen, typical household 
brooms about two pounds each. 

The chief innovation in broom design 
during the history of the industry was 
the spreading of the brush and the addi- 
tion of two shoulders, giving it the flat 
shape of the modern efficient broom. 
This was a creation of the Shakers at 
Watervliet, New York. The hurl broom, 
with long fine fibers (hurl) placed around 
the outside of the broom, followed a few 
years later, by 1842. The first broom 
winders were operated by a hand crank, 
but foot treadle winders came into use 
before 1870. A broom clipper was con- 
structed about 1868. The first power 
sewing machine was invented in 1875, 
and the hurl cutter, sizing machines and 
power winder soon followed. Twine was 
used for winding most brooms until 
about 1870 when it was replaced by wire. 
Some wire had been used at least 25 
years earlier, but it often proved to be 
too brittle, until better steel wire was 
available. 

Early broomcorn brooms were round, 
like a typical "witches broom ", and 
were wound and sown with twine by 
hand, much as the twig and grass brooms 
had been made in the household for cen- 
turies. With the simple hand tools avail- 
able in 1832, one man could make about 

10,000 such brooms in a year, using five 
tons of brush in the process. With a 
modern machine a man can wind a 
broom in about three minutes (Fig. 12). 

A rope frequently was suspended from 
a rafter with a loop for a stirrup at the 
bottom end. Pressure with the foot in 
the loop after a turn of the rope around 
a bundle of brush compressed the fibers. 
This held the brush tight while the bun- 
dle was rotated for winding, and also 
during the sewing. A handle was sharp- 
ened at one end, driven down into the 
center of the broom, and then nailed fast. 

Broomcorn  Varieties 

The chief varieties of broomcorn grown 
are Black Spanish (Black Jap),  White 
Italian (Evergreen), Scarborough Dwarf, 
Evergreen Dwarf and Fulltip (Miller's 
No. 8). The latter three are dwarf vari- 
eties grown mostly in Oklahoma, New 
Mexico, Texas and Kansas. Black Span- 
ish is the chief variety in the shor~-sea- 
son area of Colorado and also in the 
Lindsay district of Oklahoma. This 
variety has been grown in the United 
States since 1887 and probably since 
1842. Illinois grows mostly White Ital- 
ian and other strains of the Evergreen, 
standard types, and some Black Spanish. 
The Evergreen Dwarf variety has been 
grown in the United States at least since 
1873. Various strains of the Evergreen 
Standard variety have been introduced 
from Europe from time to time. One of 
these, White Italian, was introduced 
from Austria about 1911 by C. L. How- 
ard and Jake Wasserman, of Amster-  
dam, New York. George L. Pfeiffer, of 
Arcola, Ill., crossed White Italian with 
Black Spanish, and from this cross se- 
lected the Illinois Favorite variety, 
which he introduced in 1922. A few 
years later, H. Z. O'Hair, of Bushton, 
Ill., introduced Black Spanish Dwarf 
which he had produced from a cross be- 
tween the Black Spanish Standard vari- 
ety and Scarborough Dwarf. The Scar- 
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FIG. 11 (Upper). Clipping the end to a rounded form completes the broom. 
FIo. 12 (Lower). Making brooms on a power winder with piles of sized brush within easy 

reach. This  worker winds about  12 dozen brooms in a day. 
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borough Dwarf originated from a single 
plant selection made on a farm in Texas 
County, Oklahoma, in 1910. It later 
became badly mixed but was reselected 
by John B. Sieglinger. 

Broomcorn breeders in Oklahoma, Illi- 
nois, New Mexico and other States have 
sought to develop a better quality of 
brush. Many plants fail to bear top- 
quality brush except under the most 
favorable conditions. Too much space in 
the row may cause a plant to produce 
fiber that is too long and coarse, with a 
thick center stem and often crooked. 
Crowding of plants in the row and de- 
ficient soil moisture cause stunted brush 
or even unusable "tree top " panicles. 
Unfavorable weather, causing irregular 
growth, may result in kinky or curled 
fibers. Wet weather and aphid attacks 
redden the brush. Such environmental 
abnormalities are difficult to overcome 
by breeding because they occur in some 
plants of even the purest inbred strains. 
Nevertheless some improvement has 
been achieved, particularly in breeding 
good hurl-type varieties such as Fulltip 
and Scarborough Dwarf. Varieties free 
from red strain bred from a cross made 
by the writer, were released to growers 
in Illinois early in 1953. Promising 
strains now under test are nearly free 
from coarse center stems. Center stems 
are useless in broom making. The Fulltip 
panicle has such a long handle (pedun- 
cle) that the fibers are largely exserted 

from the boot and thus less subject to 
red stain. In fact, for this reason Full- 
tip is the only dwarf variety adapted to 
humid areas. 

The "Dean " of broomcorn breeding 
and broomcorn research, a long-time 
asociate of the writer, is John B. Sieg- 
linger, of the U. S. Department of Agri- 
culture, now stationed at Stillwater, 
Oklahoma. He bred Fulltip broomcorn 
and selected a high-quality strain of the 
Scarborough variety now widely grown, 
both in cooperation with C. C. Miller 
who introduced these improved types. 
He also nioneered in developing dwarf 
grain so1~!:~ims for combine harvesting. 
Raised on a farm in western Oklahoma, 
John Sieglinger worked in broomcorn 
fields during his boyhood. After com- 
pleting his undergraduate education at 
Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical 
College, followed by a Master's degree 
at Kansas State College in 1915, he 
started testing and breeding broomcorn 
and sorghum at the Southern Great 
Plains Field Station, Woodward, Okla- 
homa. He is still carrying on broom- 
corn improvement without any visible 
diminution in energy or enthusiasm. He 
is now an honored man in Southern agri- 
culture. His practical accomplishments 
and his discoveries in crop science doubt- 
less have contributed more to national 
progress than some ten million words of 
typical rural uplift propaganda. 


