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Introduction


Vans VP Steve Van Doren – son of co-founder Paul Van Doren, Hawaiian shirt fanatic and owner of so many pairs of Vans that he needs to keep them in a warehouse – once admitted that the success of the shoe brand was in part down to luck. It seemed the wide white sidewall used to make its most famous styles lent itself to being scribbled on by bored and/or individualistic teenagers, and one day in the 1970s a Vans employee saw a pair that had been inked to form a black and cream checkerboard pattern. Soon after, the look was put into production in an enthusiastic way, moving the pattern from the sidewall to all over the canvas upper.


And then came more good fortune: a production company was looking for shoes for an upcoming actor called Sean Penn to wear in the 1982 Universal Studios film Fast Times at Ridgemont High. Penn was a customer of Vans’ Santa Monica store and had bought a pair of the checkered Slip-Ons for himself soon after they were launched, and he suggested these for his character. When rumour of this got back to Vans, it quickly dispatched 24 pairs to the studio, hoping that this would convince the costume designer. It did.




[image: Three young men sit on a surface covered in fur-like and animal print textures. One wears checkerboard Slip-Ons, and another wears red and black Era shoes with white laces. A disco ball hangs above them.]




Slip-Ons and Authentics enjoy a starring role in the cult 1980s movie Fast Times at Ridgemont High.










[image: A skater wearing checkerboard Slip-Ons in a skatepark. The skateboard rises under his feet and the background includes a blue sky and distant trees.]




Slip-Ons would become iconic, not least among skaters.








The film was a huge hit, and so were the Slip-On shoes. The style was a phenomenon. In fact, they helped Vans to more than double its revenue to US$45m the following year, taking it from niche Californian speciality to national household name. ‘We made them in every colour and combination we could think of,’ Steve Van Doren recalled.


The checkerboard Slip-On became the shoe that summed up what Vans was all about. It would go on to be a style staple, worn by everyone from rapper Kanye West and heavy metal rockers Iron Maiden to kindergarten kids and their parents. It was an everyman shoe, yet somehow retained its cool while being so. It would help to make Vans, which had launched in California in 1966, the biggest skatewear company in the world, and makers of the definitive skate shoes. And if skateboarding has proven hugely influential on street fashion – popularizing combat trousers, hoodies, the outsized t-shirt and beanie – then perhaps its most enduring contribution has been the Vans-style canvas pump.


‘We made them in every colour and combination we could think of.’


‘It’s really the trendsetting kids that tell us what we have to be, when they go to school and watch what each other are wearing,’ Steve Van Doren, who started working for the family firm aged 10, has explained. ‘Some brands are just associated with certain lifestyles. We’re more West Coast than East Coast. We’re more solo sports than we are team sports, which the big athletics brands like Nike tap into. We’re more rock and punk than we are hip-hop, which other brands again tap into. But what we certainly are is skateboarding.’


‘The company has come a long way since I remember painting and helping to open up the first store too, passing out flyers door to door, making shoes all through summer vacation and getting paid with 50 one-dollar bills, which then felt like more money than God,’ Van Doren added.


This hands-on experience perhaps also taught him the value in spotting an opportunity. In the early 2000s, when he heard that Samuel L Jackson was a Vans fan and was making some movie about – the rumour mill had it – ‘snakes on a plane’, he had Vans’ art department custom-make a themed pair and send them to the studio. ‘And the next thing you know, on [US chat shows] David Letterman, on Jay Leno, on the front pages, Jackson is wearing them everywhere,’ Van Doren has enthused. Hearing that Julia Roberts was in town filming, he learned that her first job had been in a shoe shop and sent her a pair, along with roses and chocolates. She wrote back and wore them in her next two movies.


Paul Van Doren, Steve’s father, worked for a shoe company for 20 years before deciding to launch his own in 1966, focusing on old-fashioned values of quality and service. For the next 10 years he sold them to just 50 local stores, and it would be quite some time before Vans got the break that saw skateboarders and Hollywood come calling and worldwide sales follow almost overnight, putting its products on a pedestal as quintessentially American, akin to those from the much older Converse.




[image: Samuel L Jackson in a beret sits on a red and black carved chair with a large yellow snake draped across his shoulders. He wears custom Slip-Ons, one featuring a checkerboard pattern. The floor has a chequered pattern.]




Samuel L Jackson sporting custom Vans to promote his reptilian movie in 2006.










[image: Daniel Lara and a young man stand on a red carpet in front of a wall with the MTV logo. One wears black and white Old Skool trainers and the other wears white Slip-Ons.]




Internet sensation Daniel Lara in white Slip-Ons on the red carpet at the MTV Movie Awards, 2016.








By a combination of good luck and a readiness to ride the wave, Vans’ association with skateboarding – then very much a small-scale outsider sport, with little indication it would go global – would prove pivotal to its success. As the professional skater and long-term Vans ambassador Tony Alva explained to Oak Street magazine: ‘Since skateboarders are such trendsetters – always setting the pace for fashion, art, music, and all the things that kids are crazy about – the kids who don’t skate want to wear Vans too. It’s the same reason we wanted to wear them when we were kids – because the surfers wore them, and the surfers were the coolest guys in the neighbourhood.’


By 2011 Vans had become the first skateboarding brand to break the benchmark of US$1 billion in annual sales. That wasn’t the end of the good luck, which was just as well for a company that had never put much store in traditional advertising, favouring a much more grassroots approach to marketing. In 2016 a video of teenager Daniel Lara wearing various white Vans shoes, with a backing vocal of someone repeatedly saying, ‘Damn Daniel!’, went viral, with Lara even invited onto the US national talk show The Ellen DeGeneres Show to discuss it. A 30% jump in Vans sales over one quarter alone was attributed to that video. To say thanks, Vans gifted Lara a lifetime supply of free shoes.


Paul Van Doren subsequently said that they had learned to ‘stick with just being a cool, native Southern Californian youth culture brand. California is home. If I talk to people from New York and say “Vans”, older people don’t know what I’m talking about. You ask a Californian and they always know. There was that East versus West Coast thing going on, with Converse on the East and Vans on the West. [But] California is the home of action sports and if we were as big around the globe as we are there, we’d be the biggest shoe brand in the world.’


Vans would also learn to stick with the basics in design. If other sports shoe companies have been built on technology – being in the business of making shoes that are lighter, springier, more flexible and more supportive – Vans has been built on simplicity, with a stripped back, retro aesthetic. Accessibility has also been a factor in its success. Some of its sneakers sell for rock-bottom prices in malls to folk looking for comfort over cool, while other more specialist designs sell from niche skate stores to hardcore skaters.


Inevitably, that huge reach has meant that, at times, Vans’ more classic designs have felt out of step with fashion – they may have even looked antiquated – and the company has consequently struggled in times when a more obviously technical product has been to the fore. But the pendulum has always swung back in its favour. As the company’s lifestyle footwear design director Rian Pozzebon explained to Esquire in 2017, at times ‘Vans didn’t necessarily know what they really had’. He’s the man who would, in the early 2000s, help Vans bounce back by revisiting its classic styles and rebuilding them with the original, more high-end, US-made specifications. Hipster appreciation would follow.


‘If I talk to people from New York and say “Vans”, older people don’t know what I’m talking about. You ask a Californian and they always know.’


‘Retro comes back [into fashion] of course,’ Steve Van Doren has said, noting that so much of Vans’ sales has always come ‘from what we used to do years ago – basic footwear with vulcanized rubber soles, an easy price for an easy look that anyone can wear, that wears well, that you can chuck in the washer. Economics has a lot to do with it too: how many pairs of sneakers can you afford, what with the prices going up? But [there is just] a desire now to go back to basics, not to have a special tread there and an air pocket here. Sometimes fashion just goes back to black and white, to that simplicity.’ And, of course, sometimes there are many millions who are not interested in what fashion says either way. What they want is the ethos that Paul Van Doren – or ‘PVD’, as he was often referred to by the company team – set out to sell from day one: good products. ‘A lot of the styles we make have been around for a long time now and they’re still here and still selling. At the end of the day, they’re just good shoes,’ Paul Van Doren argued. ‘It’s a brand that crosses generations – people grow up wearing them and keep with them.’


They keep doodling on them too. In 2010 Vans recognized this by launching Vans Custom Culture in the US, where high school students are invited to enter their customized shoes in a bid to win an arts programme grant for their school. No doubt the designers at Vans were looking for some good ideas as well. But perhaps all this belies another, more influential factor: that Vans shoes have come to be emblematic of a certain laid-back, West Coast cool. ‘It’s California style,’ as Tony Alva has described the Vans look. ‘Everybody all over the world wants to look like they live in Los Angeles. Kids, especially skateboarder kids, want to look like they live in Cali. You see it in Tokyo, Seoul, Paris, Sao Paulo, anywhere – a kid with the Vans, looking like he’s from Los Angeles.’




[image: A woman pins printed images of customised shoes onto a display board. The board holds several photographs of different designs arranged in rows.]




Vans employees vote for their favourites in the Custom Culture competition.








‘A lot of the styles we make have been around for a long time now and they’re still here and still selling. At the end of the day, they’re just good shoes.’










History


Paul Van Doren and the Years Before Vans


Vans was established in Anaheim, California, in March 1966 by brothers Paul and Jimmy Van Doren (the name is of Dutch heritage), together with their friend and colleague Gordon Lee and investor Serge D’Elia. But Paul Van Doren, born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1930, would undergo a long real-world education in business before then, weathering the tough years between the Great Depression and World War Two. His father was also a lifelong entrepreneur, inventing a new formula for making sparklers that made the hand-held firework safer and longer lasting when he was just 16. This would prove a key lesson for young Paul: that to succeed in business you didn’t have to be radically innovative, so much as do something that was already established better than most.


It also taught him the benefit of hard work. His commitment to thinking of Vans as a family business – as it certainly was, involving not just his brother but also his son, his first wife, her parents and brother, and with his other children nearly all having a part to play at some time – also no doubt stemmed from the fact that he and his siblings were, from a young age, expected to help their father in his work.




[image: A shopfront features oversized trainer and boot sculptures above a 'Vans Off The Wall' sign. Below, the shop name '4 Feet Shoes Branded Footwear' is on a panel.]




Vans would become instantly recognizable worldwide. Here the logo adorns a shoe store in London’s Camden market.








That lesson didn’t always land. When Paul dropped out of school and started taking bets at race tracks (he would have a lifelong fascination with horse racing, owning and breeding race horses on his eventual retirement from Vans), his parents were concerned that he was on a slippery slope. During World War Two his mother worked at the Randolph Rubber Company factory in Massachusetts, which was sub-contracted to sew canvas shoe uppers for another major American footwear manufacturer, Keds, and reckoned she could get her wayward son a job interview. Paul Van Doren sent a friend in his place, and his disgruntled parents made sure that didn’t happen the next time.


Thus began his launch into the world of footwear and his climb through the ranks of Randy’s, as the Randolph factory was known, an experience that would develop his original thinking and hands-on ethos that would come to define Vans. Or, as the company’s global brand president from 2016 Doug Palladini would call it, ‘Paul’s old-school mindset, almost revolutionary [at the time] for its lack of pretence, a traditional blue-collar kind of ethic that remains steadfast in Vans’ culture.’


In his memoir Authentic, published just a few days before his death in 2021, Paul Van Doren stated that he had no great affinity for shoes in particular. Indeed, he would often refer to Vans as a people company that just happened to make shoes. ‘I like to think I woke up one day and figured out how to make the world’s best canvas-and-rubber, waffle-soles deck shoes…But the fact of it is that I could have been growing potatoes.’ He has described himself as ‘just a small business owner who did well, who held tight to the kitchen faucet until he could hand over the valve.’


‘Paul’s old-school mindset…a traditional blue-collar kind of ethic that remains steadfast in Vans’ culture.’


But he would also put his success down to an ability to identify and then solve problems: in management speak, improving efficiencies. To do that, he would say, not only meant being able to do everything that goes into making your product – and from first steps to completed product, Paul Van Doren and his son Steve could do just that – but it also took much the same qualities required to become a good surfer or skateboarder: the ‘grit and determination to get back up every time you’re knocked off the board.’


So, even as a junior employee at Randy’s, Van Doren set about changing things, immediately spotting how its way of bringing shoe components together for sewing would often slow manufacturing to a halt, and then making the necessary changes so this didn’t happen. ‘I didn’t ask for permission,’ Paul Van Doren would recall. ‘It never occurred to me to ask. I was busy getting things done. Maybe I was cocky. Maybe I knew better. If I’m being honest, I knew that I knew better.’ Remarkably, when his boss found out he actually listened to Van Doren and agreed with his conclusions – another valuable lesson in the art of good management.
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