
FOOTWEAR HISTORY

JULY/AUGUST 2007 23

Early one morning in 1519
Montezuma, King of the Aztecs, saw
an ancient prophecy come true

when a shining god came out of the
rising sun to take over his kingdom. It
was the Spanish conquistador Hernan
Cortez in polished armour and he did
indeed conquer the Aztecs, the last in a
line of civilisations which had developed
throughout Central America over 3,000
years. One was the Olmec, whose name
actually means ‘rubber people’, and they
passed their rubber technology on
through the Mayas to the Aztecs.  

Among the many rubber products
Cortez saw were shoes made by dipping
the feet into latex, allowing it to form a
film which could be pulled off and smoked
to sterilise the finished footwear. Although
the Aztecs disappeared, natives in the
villages along the river Amazon and its
tributaries continued to use rubber and to
make shoes by this tried and tested
method until, at some time between 1521
and 1800, they found it easier to use dried
mud formers to make their rubber shoes.

The first commercial steps
By the early 1800s both the United

Kingdom and the United States were
attempting to utilise raw rubber, but in
different ways. In the UK, the wet climate
led to a preference for waterproofed capes
(the mackintosh) whilst in the USA, it was
for footwear. In 1825 T.C. Wales marketed
the first rubber shoes in the USA. These
had been brought from Brazil and, still
made on clay formers as straights (left and
right feet the same), they were very crude.

They sold quickly, however, so Wales
bought more and this

time used wooden
lasts to improve

their shape and appearance. 
Sales were soon nationwide and lasts

were sent to Brazil for the production
of an improved over-shoe to be
marketed under the name ‘Fabricas’.
Some were even shipped to France for
decoration before returning to the USA for
the more discerning customers. In 1828
the Springfield Armoury developed a
duplicating lathe for the manufacture of
gun stocks and it was soon realised that
the guiding cam could be reversed to
produce a mirror image. This was perfect
for the manufacture of left and right foot
lasts, but does not appear to have been
applied to rubber overshoes for some time
as can be seen in Figure 1.

Thomas Hancock, founder of the UK
rubber industry, began making rubber
shoes in 1830 and in the USA the Roxbury
India Rubber Company of Boston began to
manufacture them in 1832. Kirstein in
Russia was the next to try in 1834 but soon
abandoned the idea—probably because the
climate was too severe for the rubber to
remain flexible. All this took place before
the discovery, by Charles Goodyear in the
USA and Thomas Hancock in the UK, that
by heating rubber with a small amount
of sulphur and a few other ingredients
(vulcanisation) changed the properties of
the rubber so that it no longer turned ➤

Figure 1: Sole of rubber over-shoe marked Goodyear patent 1858 N.I.R. Mfg Co. (Newark
India-rubber Mfg. Co.) 
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sticky when warm or brittle when cold.
These enhanced properties, coupled with
the incorporation of fillers using milling
and mixing technologies, led to a
considerable increase in demand for the
vulcanised product and American companies
took the lead in developing world markets. 

In ‘The Origin and Progress of the India-
rubber Manufacture in England’ published
in 1857 Hancock lists rubber exports from
Brazil, stating that from 1836 to 1852 over
4.7 million pairs of unvulcanised shoes
were shipped around the world. When
vulcanised rubber shoes came to the
market the figures crashed to 16,000 in
1853 and zero thereafter. Rubber shoes
were, however, generally still quite
crude, so it is surprising to find the
shoe illustrated in Figure 2 stored at
The Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew just
outside London. The craftsmanship and
quality of the rubber mouldings are
superb and yet little is known about it.
It was a gift from Chas. Macintosh & Co.
in 1853, and appears never to have been
worn having possibly been a show item
for the Great Exhibition of 1851.

Technical developments
Up until the 1850s, all the rubber

shoes and boots manufactured by
Hancock, Goodyear and others, were
just that, rubber shoes or boots. In
1853, however, a vulcanised rubber
sole was produced which contained a

fused leather edge which could be
stitched to leather uppers, producing the
first rubber-soled work boot. In 1858,
Lyman Blake invented a machine for
sewing shoe soles to uppers and, in 1863,
Erastus Woodward and Horace Weeks
went a step further with a patent for a
sole/heel combination with nails
embedded in the rubber for direct
attachment to leather uppers. 

The idea of supplying rubber heels for
attachment or retro-fitting to existing

shoes and boots took another 30 years to
become popular. Nevertheless, the advent
of rubber-soled footwear with a fabric or
leather top led to great diversity in the
market with the development of items
such as the iconic ‘Bean Boot’ produced in
1912 by L.L. Bean. As the promotional
literature stated, “Heavy wet boots were a
hunter’s only option”. So, Maine Hunting
Shoe design was pure inspiration—
waterproof rubber bottoms sewn to leather
tops (Figure 3).

A famous company appears 
It is difficult to say who actually

invented the rubber ‘Wellington’ boot
but the North British Rubber Company
appears to have been the first to use the
name in the late 19th century, and
Hancock’s vulcanisation patent of 1844
prevented American manufacturers
setting up plants in England without
paying royalties. It did not, however,
include Scotland, so an American called
Henry Norris bought the Castle Silk
Mills in Edinburgh and registered that
company in 1856. It has had a
remarkable history ever since. 

For half a century the company
survived adequately and gradually
expanded its market, but the advent
of World War One transformed its
fortunes with a demand from the

War Office for a strong boot suitable for
trench warfare. Over 1.1 million such

Figure 2: Rubber shoe showing intricate surface moulding. Courtesy of RBG, Kew

Figure 3: The Bean Boot. Courtesy of L.L. Bean
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boots were produced and, in addition,
demand for rubber footwear in armament
factories also rocketed. The Second World
War brought more orders for Wellington
and thigh boots to cope with the floods
throughout Holland towards the end of
the war. 

Its early military use brought it to the
notice of the general public just in time for
ladies to adopt it as an essential item of
dress as skirt lengths shortened in the
1920s and legs became visible. Mud-
splashed ankles and legs were not
acceptable for the well-groomed ‘flapper’
of the period. Similarly, the greater
freedom that children began to enjoy
outdoors at this time led to ‘wellies’
becoming a popular buy for their mothers.

Post-war restrictions also boosted the
use of Wellingtons by workers who could
either not obtain or not afford proper
work boots. Since then, they have acquired
steel toe-caps for workers’ safety and a
move to synthetic rubber soles in some
applications to provide the oil resistance
not available with the natural material.
In 1954 the ‘Green Hunter’ and ‘Royal
Hunter’ Wellington boots hit the market
and although trade reaction was initially
slow the company persisted and promoted
them at county shows. 

In 1966 it became part of Uniroyal
Limited which, in 1986, was bought by
The Gates Rubber Company, the name
most associated with the Hunter boot. In
1996 Gates was bought by Tomkins PLC
and became the Hunter Division of
Interfloor. In 2004, a management buyout
produced The Hunter Rubber Company
Limited and most recently, in 2006, this
was acquired by new shareholders and now
trades as The Hunter Boot Ltd. During
its 50-year lifespan, the famous Hunter
‘wellie’ has gone from being a purely
practical item to a fashion statement
available in a wide range of bright colours.

The sneaker
One other item of rubber-soled footwear

which has swept the market is the canvas-
topped shoe, originally introduced as the
plimsoll in the late 1800s. This led to the
release of the first mass-produced sports
shoes in 1917 under the famous US ‘Keds’
brand. These shoes were later called
‘sneakers’ in the USA by Henry McKinney,
an advertising agent, because the soles
were so quiet compared with other
materials. Since then, they have appeared
in many other guises including running

shoes, tennis shoes, sand shoes and
boating shoes—but all with the same basic
construction. 

As more time became available for
leisure and sports in the 20th century
casual wear gradually took over from more
formal shoes and boots, and demand for
these lighter and more decorative shoes
grew. Technical advances and promotion
fuelled demand, led in the early days by
companies such as adidas and Puma. In
the early 1950s, sneakers really took off in
the USA thanks to James Dean in the film

‘Rebel without a Cause’. Demand took
somewhat longer to arrive elsewhere but,
today, athletic-type footwear is probably
the preferred footwear in most leisure
and many informal work environments
worldwide. While most of these shoes now
use soling materials such as PU and EVA,
the influence of earlier rubber shoes has
been profound in both their concept and
design.

The author spent 32 years with the Malayan Rubber
Products Research Association where he developed a

particular interest in the history of rubber.
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