
From foundries and flagmakers to stonemasons and taxidermists

Tucked away above a nondescript shopfront in suburban Sydney there is a workshop where 
dance shoes are made the way they have always been made — by hand. This workshop makes 
shoes that are worn by can-can dancers in France and by the acrobats of the Moscow Circus. 
 
This fascinating and beautiful book goes behind the scenes of 28 little-known, but remarkable, 
trades and industries — as diverse as a haystack builder and a dolls’ hospital, an umbrella maker 
and a blacksmith — revealing intriguing glimpses of a largely unknown area of Australian 
working life. With its lyrical prose and evocative black-and-white images, Shoes for the 
Moscow Circus explores the history, skills and traditions, the passions and personalities, and 
often the unexpected romance, strangeness and beauty of this hidden world.
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A few days before my visit to the Tumut Broom Factory, I saw a man sweeping the 

footpath with a millet broom. Or not so much saw the man, I heard him sweeping. It’s 

a sound I hadn’t heard for years, and it’s like waves – the opposite in every way to the 

whine of the leaf blower that’s too often outside my window. I almost said something 

to the man with the broom, but decided against it.

The Tumut Broom Factory – a long low shed – is opposite the Old Butter 

Factory. The visitors’ centre is now in the butter factory. There’s not much farming left 

around Tumut; timber’s the main industry of the area. 

At one time 120 families in the area, as far out as Gundagai, grew millet; all 

up, there would have been around 1000 hectares planted with it. It’s a special kind 

of millet – white Italian broom millet that grows as tall as the rafters in the broom 

factory – and it was grown from the 1920s onwards as a cash crop to complement the 

dairy farming over the summer months. At its peak, about 1200 tonnes were harvested 

around Tumut.  Now, it only grows on about two or three farms, and they’d be lucky 

to grow eight tonnes.
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‘There are about 20 different varieties of millet that we know of,’ says Geoff 

Wortes, who runs the broom factory with Rob Richards. Geoff’s father, Cliff, started 

there a few months after it opened in 1946 and stayed until his retirement. Geoff Wortes 

and Rob Richards, who both grew up in Tumut, worked there on and off when they were 

young, eventually coming back to take over the place in the early Nineties.

Something like 75 per cent of Australia’s millet used to grow in the Tumut area 

and virtually everyone in town would be involved around harvest time. The soil’s right 

for millet, and so is the climate. ‘The autumn months are mild – that’s the harvest 

period, March to May,’ says Geoff Wortes. ‘The rule of thumb was that you’d plant 

your crop on Melbourne Cup Day, and then it would be a 90-day growing period.’ The 

planting would be staggered – from early October to early December, to spread the 

harvest over two months. 

You’d want to stagger the harvest – it’s not the sort of work anyone could do 

quickly. It all has to be done by hand, as the millet’s too tall to be mechanically harvested. 

Geoff Wortes drags out some old photos of millet harvesting – a man, probably quite 

a big man, looks the size of a thumb in between two rows of corn-like crops. Before 

it can be cut, there’s the ‘tabling’ of the millet, as it’s called. ‘It’s a job that suits big 

burly front rowers,’ says Geoff Wortes. ‘It’s good exercise.’ The bloke moves down the 

rows, grabs an armful of millet from one row and bends it down, an armful from the 

other and throws it down on top and so it goes, like plaits, down the paddock, forming 

a ‘table’ over the rows. And when it’s all been tabled, which could take hours, he, or 

someone else, goes back and slices through the thick armfuls of millet with a pocket 

knife ‘sharp enough to shave the hairs off your arm’. Those bundles are spread out and 

lie on the table for a few days to start drying out, and are then gathered up and tied and 

hung to dry in a shed on the farm. Lots of farms around Tumut had drying sheds for 

millet. You can still see a few in the area.

Depending on the weather, the millet dries in about three weeks. If it’s raining, 

it can go black with mould or stain the colour of rust. Before anyone was worried 

about pollution, those stains would be removed with bleach, and the town would stink 

of rotten eggs. Now, around half the millet comes in from Mexico. ‘We’ll take all the 

local millet we can, but can’t justify running a business on two or three local growers,’ 

says Geoff Wortes. ‘If they have a bad year, we’re out of business.’ So as well as 

stained millet, a bad year can produce wavy stalks. No one knows why that happens – 

the millet looks as if it’s had a bad perm, and is no good for the outside of a broom. A 

few stalks can go deep within the broom, where no one will see them, but you wouldn’t 

want too many. ‘One year, 50 per cent of the crop was like that – it’s waste. You work 

on 25 per cent being waste, depending on the year.’

There were broom factories all over Australia at one time. The Federal Broom 

Factory in Sydney, factories in Victoria, a factory run by the deaf and dumb in South 

Australia. ‘There would have been about 14 of them,’ says Geoff Wortes. There’s 

only one today. The Tumut millet would be bought individually from the farms by 

the factories, at the mercy of the auctioneers in Sydney and Melbourne. In 1946 the 

farmers got together and formed a co-operative, and ‘within two years the price of 

millet went up from £7 a ton to £200 a ton – it was a successful move. All the buyers 

and factories had to buy through the co-op.’

The co-op set up the broom factory, selling to hardware stores and stock and 

station agents around Australia, New Zealand and New Guinea, with a few government 

contracts as well. ‘The government contracts weren’t worth a lot financially – they’d 

argue over a halfpenny – but kept you going,’ says Geoff Wortes. His father told him 

that in one railway contract that bought by weight, ‘instead of using ash handles which 

were commonly used in brooms, they’d use spotted gum because it was considerably 

heavier. That way you’d pick up your halfpenny.’ When it was going all out, the factory 

was making up to 500 brooms a day, employing six broom makers at piecework rates, 

with a staff of around 12 or 15 all up. Nowadays, the factory would average 10-12,000 

brooms a year. ‘Some days we make 50, other days we go fishing.’

The factory only had about 15 years of being prosperous – by the early Sixties 

every housewife wanted a vacuum cleaner. ‘The broom was something you worshipped 

in the house before vacuum cleaners.’ As well, cheap brooms started coming in from 

overseas. In the hard years, the Tumut Broom Factory reduced the operation to only 

about three workers. ‘That’s one reason we’ve kept going – these days, you’re either 

our size cottage industry or you’re huge.’

Geoff Wortes and Rob Richards, plus a casual worker who comes in two or three 

days a week, make brooms the way they have always done. It’s the same way that 

millet brooms are made everywhere in the world, says Geoff Wortes. Some machines 
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56 57There are no scales or weights at the Tumut Broom Factory – everything’s 

measured by hand. After a few years of working with millet, ‘you get the feel of 

how much to use’, says Rob Richards. A Six Tie broom has ‘about three handfuls’ of 

millet. (Six Tie refers to the number of lines of stitching across the broom.) He’s at a 

machine making the broom, but there’s nothing automated about it. The machine no 

more makes the brooms than a potter’s wheel makes the pots – there’s craft in what 

he does. The various grades of millet sit in boxes beside him. Working with millet, 

he says, can be rough on the hands, ‘but they toughen up. Some millet’s like bending 

steel, other’s nice and soft.’ 

Rob Richards picks up a yellow broom handle, hammers in a nail close to one 

end of it to hold the end of a spool of thick wire which is the only thing attached to 

the machine. The wire wraps tightly – more tightly than it could be by hand – around 

the millet and keeps it in place. Building up the broom is an intricate process, starting 

with an inner core of the least desirable, but still A-grade millet. On either side of 

that is a ‘shoulder’ of millet, a small handful, to ‘make it look as if it’s standing up 

straight and to give a flat side to the broom – when we had apprentices, you’d often 

find the shoulders dropping off to one side. It’s all about presentation.’ Rob Richards is 

pounding the shoulders into shape as he goes, pulling out strands of millet he doesn’t 

like the look of. With a butcher’s knife, he shaves back the millet on the end closest to 
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in the factory are from the United States; a Power Broom Machinery catalogue from 

1903, with an embossed cover, is from Syracuse, New York. ‘You look at the old 

movies – they’ve all got a broom in them,’ says Geoff Wortes.

In the back room of the factory there’s a sorting machine, and a long bench, 

where millet is sorted by hand. Geoff Wortes sorts a bundle as if he’s shuffling and 

dealing cards at a blackjack table – fast, into smaller bundles of different lengths and 

different quality, repeating the process again and again until he’s satisfied with the 

result. ‘Usually a man going flat out here for six hours can keep your broom-maker 

going for eight – that’s when you’re good at it. In the old days it was all sorted by hand, 

we didn’t have a machine.’ 

He doesn’t have to sort the Mexican millet – it comes in hessian sacks, all 

ready. The local millet still has a few seeds on it, which are beaten out in the threshing 

machine, a steel drum with protruding knife-like attachments. A few seeds are not 

necessarily a bad thing. As Geoff Wortes tells it, in 1790 Abraham Lincoln was sent 

a whisk broom from France to brush his top hat. One seed was on that whisk broom. 

He planted it in his garden to see what it was. ‘That was the beginning of the broom 

industry in America.’ You can find other stories of how the US broom industry started, 

but that one’s the best.

Six types of broom are made at the Tumut Broom Factory, four less than they 

used to. They used to have names like Jumbuck and Parlour and Sweepeasy. They 

didn’t make 10 grades of broom because anyone asked for 10 different brooms. It was 

to minimise factory waste – millet came in different lengths and qualities from the 

farms, and so they’d make brooms accordingly. 

When there were lots of broom factories around, the Tumut Broom Factory used 

to make a Number One Special broom with a piece of rag around the handle ‘to make 

it stand out against our opponents, to dress it up for the housewives. That was our 

marketing edge – it didn’t make them sweep any better.’

Now the brooms are called things like Woolshed, Six Tie, Caravan Broom and 

Toy Broom, and mainly sold through stock and station agents in the country. The 

caravan and toy brooms are clever ways of using up the shortest millet. The Woolshed, 

for shearing sheds, stables and building sites, has split cane through the millet ‘to give 

a heavier sweep – it’s a bit more of a bloke’s broom, I suppose’.
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the handle. Within minutes, more layers of millet are added, dampened at one end to 

make them flexible enough to bend over on themselves, the finest and straightest the 

outer layer, with a final twist of wire to hold the layers. He makes half a dozen brooms 

as I watch, and they all look as similar as any well-made handmade objects can look. 

‘You’ve got to keep your wits about you, doing this work,’ says Rob Richards. ‘You’ve 

got to have a good work ethic. Someone’s going to pay decent money for the broom so 

it’s no good making something that looks shoddy.’ 

When he’s finished with the brooms, they go to the stitching machine, a massive 

contraption made in Baltimore in the Fifties. Geoff Wortes and his father bought it 

secondhand up in Rockhampton in the Seventies. With a series of hooks, needles and 

ratchets, the machine stitches seven lines of heavy red thread across the millet – a 

Seven Tie broom. The lines of stitching aren’t quite even. 

Ask how long a Tumut broom can last and the answer is obvious. ‘It depends 

how often you sweep – there are some pretty manic sweepers around.’ The Tumut 

Broom Factory has letters from ‘people who say they’ve had their broom for 10 years 

– they wear them down to the strings’. They send photos too – one worn down to the 

strings looks like a broken tooth. 

The stitching machine breaks down every now and then, and Geoff Wortes is 

the only person who can fix it. ‘There have been newer versions, but they work on 

the same principle, which means you’re still sitting there doing most of the work. We 

figure for $US70,000, we’ll stick with what we know.’ The nearly finished broom is 

trimmed by a guillotine, operated by a pneumatic pump. ‘And then we bunch them up 

into dozens, put the labels on, put a chaff bag over them, wrap them up and off they 

go around the countryside. Probably most shearing sheds in Australia have got one of 

our brooms in them somewhere.’ Hundreds of brooms are lined up at one end of the 

shed, ready to go, with handles of green and gold – ‘Australian colours’ – and a few 

red thrown in for variety. They smell of stables and rope.
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John Vaughan describes himself as a vexillographer. It’s a word that Microsoft Word 

puts a red squiggle under to tell you you’ve made a spelling mistake. It’s not a word 

that’s in the Macquarie Dictionary, although it is in some other dictionaries. John 

Vaughan is actively trying to get it into the next edition of the Macquarie Dictionary. 

He’s been sending emails. The first one reads: ‘Dear Macquarie Dictionary Editor, 

I have been asked by my local North Shore Courier publication whether your main 

dictionary contains the word VEXILLOGRAPHER which is my profession as a flag 

historian and designer. I look forward to your response. Regards John Christian Vaughan 

Vexillographer.’ The reply, complete with phonetic symbols, explains that there are the 

various parts of speech associated with vexillology, ‘the systematic study of flags, 

their meanings, history etc’ but ‘no reference to a Vexillographer, just a vexillologist’. 
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