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Shoemaking as we all know is an ancient craft. But,

how did our forebears go about making footwear

with the limited technology of times gone by? The

Romans mass produced sandals for their soldiers by

riveting them together. This construction and scale of

operation was not to be seen again until the Napoleonic

wars of the late 18th and early 19th centuries again

demanded the mass production of military boots on a huge

scale. In between, everything was sewn together by

individual craftsmen selling either directly to individual

customers or to wholesalers who fulfilled larger orders. 

It is also important to appreciate that it was only the

better-off who could afford new shoes. Everyone else

bought them second hand, used the cast-offs of their

masters or mistresses, retrieved them from the local rubbish

dump or simply went barefoot. Marquita Volken of the

Gentle Craft Centre at the Shoe Museum at Lausanne in

Switzerland, researches ancient footwear and produces

accurate reproductions for museums and other historical

projects. A recent project offers a fascinating insight into

how a child’s shoe would have been made in Medieval

Europe based on fragments dating from the end of the 15th

century found during an archaeological dig in the centre of

Constance in Germany.

The first stage then as now, was to make a pair of lasts.

Medieval lasts differed from modern lasts in that they were

solid. This meant that the shoe had to be able to open wide

enough in order for it to be removed from the last when
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complete. An upper pattern was created to fit the last based

on a drawing of the original fragments. The leathers used

were as close as possible to the original as determined by

an analysis of the fragments which showed the main part of

the upper to be fine vegetable tanned calf, with a goatskin

collar and a cow hide sole.

Once the sections were cut out, the seams were sewn

together in a specific order. Firstly, the main upper section

was joined on the inside of the foot using edge to edge

stitching. This method avoids any edge skiving and

produces a completely flat seam. The collar and tongue

were then joined to it edge to edge using a whip stitch and

the buckle strap whip stitched on to complete the upper.

Both upper and sole were then wetted to soften them ready

for sewing together. 

It is important to remember at this point that the shoe

was made using the ‘turn shoe’ construction, where the

upper and sole are sewn together inside out, with the right

foot on the left foot last and vice versa. To do this, the sole

was pegged to the last bottom with one peg at mid-forefoot

and another at the heel. The upper was then placed on the

last and lasted as the two parts were sewn together with a

raised seam starting and finishing at the pointed toe which

ensured accurate location. The two shoes were then taken

off their lasts, turned and the right foot last forced into the

right foot shoe and the left into the left. The seam was then

rubbed flat, the buckle attached and the shoes left to dry out

and set to shape. 

It becomes easy to see from this procedure just how

easy it was to make footwear with the very simplest of tools

and resources. All children’s and lady’s shoes would have

been made this way as would most men’s although the

more complex sewn welt method was gaining in popularity

due to its greater strength and support for the foot. Making

shoes by hand remained the only option until the 19th

century saw the rapid spread of industrialisation into every

aspect of people’s lives.

‘‘    ’’
…and it should be noted… 

Turnshoes continued to be made in limited numbers up
until the mid 1900s. The construction is very light and
flexible, so it was particularly suited to children’s shoes,
some types of lady’s shoes and indoor slippers. It was
also used to make specialist footwear such as running
and cycling shoes. 

Two fundamental problems led to its demise. One
was that with the exception of felt slippers, it
required very good quality materials to allow the
turning of a well structured upper. The second was
the fact that although all stitching could be done by
machine, turning still required considerable manual
involvement and re-forming the shoe to shape on

special lasts was also a difficult and highly skilled
operation, so in no way did the construction lend
itself to mass production in the modern sense.
Furthermore, shoes made this way could not be
repaired without ruining them entirely. 

The advent of the ‘stuck-on’ method of sole
attaching killed it off completely as it was now
possible to mass produce lightweight shoes at low
cost. The only examples you will find today are
specialist ballet shoes and pram shoes for small
babies that use the lightest materials and where
shape is not important.
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