A superb example of 19th century
bootmaking; highly decorated Western
Boots are clearly nothing new.
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Fig 1a — Brogued lace shoe.

Fig 1b — Sole and heel detail.

Fig 2 — Men’s Wellington boot.

Fig 3 — Two ladies brocaded silk mules.

perfectly regular two row stitching. The rule gives a clear
indication of just how small a stitch these old shoemakers
could achieve. It must be remembered that this was all done
by hand and, most probably, the light of a candle. (Also made
by Hoby & Gullick a year later in 1851.)

(Fig 3) The first of these two ladies mules is in blue, gold
and white on a very pointed toe, with a gilt fringe and a hand
embroidered 'rose' design on the sock. It was made by the
turn shoe method with a high silk covered heel, sewn 50
stitches to the inch (about 20 stitches per centimetre)! The
other is in red and gold on a rounded toe, again with a gilt
fringe and hand embroidered sock but, this time, hand
welted. Both were made by John Hamilton, 1851.

(Fig 4) A white kid and red patent leather child’s ankle
boot on a narrow rounded toe. Fine detail punching and
white stitching on the red patent left no room for error as any
slip would be seen. The nineteen pairs of eyelets would also
have been punched and clenched by hand. Still on its original
last, this lovely little boot was almost certainly made purely
as a demonstration piece; again by John Hamilton, 1851.

(Fig 5) While many of the top shoemakers were to be
found in London, there was no lack of skills or imagination
elsewhere in the country as this pair of ladies shoes amply
demonstrates. The shoes were made with long pointed
toes from greenish beige calf leather with pink leather
covered Louis heels. The petal-shaped cut outs on the
vamp are backed with white satin embroidered in chain
stitch in pale blue, pink and green. The top edge and
quarter seam are trimmed in ribbon with some further
ruched ribbon around the throat and a multi-coloured
rosette at centre. They were made by John Nelson Hefford
of Derby sometime in the 1850s.

(Fig 6) Again by John Nelson Hefford, these exhibition
ankle boots are in brown leather on a square toe. They have
curved stacked heels and black leather toe caps extended up
the vamp to form facings with 15 pairs of closely spaced
eyelets and brown silk laces. They are lined in white cotton
with purple leather top bands. The toe caps, sides of the
facings, top edges and either side of the back seams are
embroidered with leaf motifs. However long must it have
taken to do all this?

(Fig 7) This black patent and cream satin side fastening
prize boot is interesting for two things. First, it is a good
example of a boot made on a ‘straight’ last. While
pantographs had made left and right foot lasts available,
many shoes were still made on straights at this time, so,
when you bought a pair, you had to ‘break’ them in so that
they eventually became a left and a right.

In the days before machine-turned lasts became widely
available, the choice of last shape was also very restricted. To
accommodate a wider foot, the shoemaker would simply add
a pad of leather to the top of the last to increase the girth;
crude but the only practical solution available.

The second is the finishing of the sole and heel. The
maker was clearly as skilled with a paint brush as he was
with needle and awl. Using blue, pink, green and white, etc.,
he has created patterns to emphasise the contrasting shapes



Fig 4 — Child’s high lace boot.

Fig 6 — Ladies lace boots.

Fig 7 — Prize boot with hand painted sole and heel.

of the flat sided sole, ridged-arch waist and gracefully curving
top piece. This is a most unusual example of complex bottom
finishing and the work of John Clark of Northampton in 1838.

(Fig 8a & b) And, to finish this prize snapshot, a real ‘tour
de force’ in red and gold gauged silk brocade and
embroidered black silk. The galosh of this boot is glazed red
morocco edge bound with dark blue galloon. The top band is
ornamented with a gilt fringe, a tassel at the front and loops
of gold braid, while the leg has been gauged (pulled in) at the
ankle for further effect.

Not satisfied with this, the shoemaker has created a
spectacular heel in the form of a pentagon, erected in two
tiers, each composed of five mother-of-pearl columns: the
upper row in Corinthian and the lower in Tuscan style. The
whole is held together and attached to the heel seat by fine
metal rods. The top piece of each pillar is covered with
iridescent shell and two further pieces have been inlaid into
the sole. This was in turn attached using an invisible or
‘blind’ welt and a stitched through waist
which was then finely bevelled.

It was widely admired at the Great
Exhibition and became known as the
‘Pillar Boot'. It is a great pity that the
maker remains unknown. His
unique boot fortunately still
survives in good condition as a
reminder of just what these men
could achieve with the simplest
of tools. In a world of
computerised mass production,
we can but marvel at the
imagination and individuality
displayed by our forebears in
the footwear industry. §

Fig 8a — A spectacular exhibition boot.

Fig 8b — The sole and heel.






