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Introduction



Very few brands in the world of footwear have carved out a legacy as enduring and distinctive as New Balance. From its inception in 1906, as a small Boston-based arch support company, to its emergence as a global powerhouse in performance and lifestyle footwear, New Balance has consistently stood apart, not by following trends, but by setting them. This book is an exploration of New Balance’s journey and the cultural moments that have cemented its status as one of the most influential brands in history.


At its heart, the story is of a balance between function and fashion, tradition and progress, athletic performance and everyday style. It is a journey that has allowed the brand to resonate with both marathon runners and casual wearers alike. Whether worn on the track or the city streets, New Balance shoes have become synonymous with quality.


This book is not just about shoes, but about the moments and choices that have defined New Balance’s path. From pioneering technologies like the ENCAP midsole to the understated brilliance of the 990 series, each chapter explores how the brand has consistently pushed boundaries while remaining true to its core ethos. It is about how New Balance became a force embraced by subcultures, refusing to compromise on its values.


Through the pages ahead, you will delve into the people, products and pivotal moments that have defined New Balance’s evolution. You will see how it found its place in marathons and music, on the feet of tech visionaries and global icons. Most importantly, you will discover how it has quietly but powerfully shaped the worlds of sport, fashion and culture for over a century.


This is the story of New Balance – its legacy, its impact and its future. A celebration of a brand that has never been just about footwear, but about moving forward, one step at a time.










History



The New Balance story begins in Boston, Massachusetts. William J. Riley (see here) had recently emigrated from England in search of the American Dream, and in Boston he found a thriving industrial hub with a rich history in manufacturing, specifically in textiles and shoemaking. This in turn relied on a large workforce – men and women who spent long, uncomfortable hours on their feet. Riley saw the opportunity to make a difference and he founded the New Balance Arch Support Company in 1906 with the goal of revolutionizing footwear, focusing on arch supports. The name he chose encompassed his vision: innovative designs that would provide wearers with a ‘new balance’. These early beginnings, marked by Riley’s commitment to local manufacturing and customer satisfaction, shaped what would become New Balance’s core values – authenticity, functionality and craftsmanship.


Riley’s very first product was inspired by watching chickens run around in his backyard. He observed how they achieved a perfect balance, supported on their three-pronged feet, and he proceeded to devise a flexible triangular arch support based on the same principle. Three support points were placed at the heel, the arch and the ball of the foot, and Riley proudly kept a chicken’s foot on his desk to demonstrate the concept behind his invention to potential customers. His clients could also have their arch supports tailored to address their particular needs – a service that was unique at the time. The company soon established a reputation for its personal touch, while the products themselves provided welcome relief, enhancing the performance of shoes in a way that would lay the groundwork for the company’s future success in the world of athletic footwear, where fit was so crucial to performance.
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The New Balance story begins in the USA.


Riley’s very first product was inspired by watching chickens run around in his backyard.


In 1927, Riley hired his first salesman, Arthur Hall (see here). Rather than sell New Balance Arch Support products via retail shops, Hall travelled the country selling them door to door. This personal approach was so effective that he was instrumental in broadening the company’s reach. Nine years later, in 1936, Riley made him a partner. Then, two years after that, New Balance manufactured their first ever running shoe – spikes designed for a local running club called the Boston Brown Bag Harriers. These were made from kangaroo leather, a durable yet extremely light material for its time, and they quickly became popular.


During this period, the company continued to develop its commitment to improved performance and tailored solutions for individual needs. Then, in 1941, the company took what would later prove to be a significant step, expanding its product range with specialist footwear designed for other sports, including baseball and track and field.


New Beginnings


In 1956, the next generation took the helm, with the sale of the company to Arthur Hall’s daughter and son-in law, Eleanor and Paul Kidd. At this time, New Balance was still a small team of employees producing products in-house, and relatively unknown. Although the Kidds continued to produce arch supports and orthopaedic shoes, they also began to transition increasingly towards the manufacture of specialized athletic footwear, forecasting the direction that the company would move in over the following decade.


The Trackster was released in 1960, four years into the Kiddss tenure, and its introduction was one of their most significant accomplishments (see here). This was the world’s first running shoe to be offered in multiple widths, catering to the diverse needs of individual runners. At a time when athletic shoes came in a standard width, the Trackster was revolutionary. In addition, its ripple sole design provided better traction and cushioning, making it ideal for track athletes, long-distance runners and those who faced varying terrains and conditions. It was also the first New Balance shoe to cross a marathon finishing line.
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The Trackster.


Transformation into a Global Brand


On the day of the Boston Marathon, 17 April 1972, a young entrepreneur with a passion for running purchased New Balance from the Kidds for $100,000. The acquisition by Jim Davis (see here) marked the start of a period of rapid growth and innovation, with the company evolving from a handful of employees producing only around 30 pairs of shoes a day into a global corporation employing thousands.


Davis suspected that the purchase would prove to be a great business opportunity, and he was right. The running boom of the 1970s saw more people take up running for fitness and recreation than ever before, with an estimated 25 to 30 million Americans adopting the habit in just a decade. What had once been a niche sport for elite athletes suddenly became a mainstream phenomenon, with ordinary people realizing the benefits in terms of health, fitness and individual achievement. The streets began to fill with joggers; local road races and fun runs proliferated; running clubs formed; and marathon races (see here) evolved into a popular and prestigious symbol of endurance and personal challenge.


Davis quickly set about taking the steps that would be needed to transform his modest new company into a major player.


Davis wasn’t the only one to see the commercial potential in this new wave of enthusiasm, so he quickly set about taking the steps that would be needed to transform his modest new company into a major player. From the start, though, he was also highly aware of the need to maintain the brand’s hard-won reputation for excellence, built on its focus on high standards, customer service and customization. Under his leadership, New Balance continued to make shoes in different widths and place a strong emphasis on versatility, covering the needs of both amateur and professional runners and securing a broad customer base.
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Actress Susan Sarandon wearing New Balance in the 1970s.
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New Balance SuperComp running shoes from 1978.


One of Davis’s first moves was an overhaul of New Balance’s product line, focusing on creating performance running shoes that could compete with the best in the industry. This led to the launch of the New Balance 320 in 1976, a shoe that marked a significant milestone for both the brand and the footwear industry as a whole, with its focus on superior performance (see here). It was also the first shoe to feature the now iconic N logo (see here) , establishing a powerful brand identity.


Other models followed the success of the 320 – including the 420, a shoe designed with a focus on lightweight construction and breathability – and these formed part of a broader strategy to cater for all kinds of runners, from sprinters to long-distance athletes. New Balance’s emphasis on fit, comfort and performance delivered across the board, making it a favourite among serious runners.


The New Balance 320 was the first to feature the now iconic N logo, establishing a powerful brand identity


Throughout the 1970s, New Balance refined its manufacturing processes and its operations, which was reflected in a significant growth in sales. The company’s commitment to manufacturing in the United States was a key factor in its growth. Many competitors were outsourcing production to countries that were able to deliver at lower costs, but New Balance maintained its original focus on local manufacturing. This had always been a defining characteristic of the brand, crucial to building and maintaining a customer base that valued high-quality products.


By the end of the 1970s, New Balance had established itself as a major player in the athletic footwear market and began to release its first apparel products. The first of these were nylon vests, nylon tricot shorts, and shirts made from Gore-Tex, an innovative lightweight and waterproof material invented in the previous decade. Here, as with footwear, the focus was on innovation, quality and performance, and apparel was established as a part of the business that would only grow in the years to come. And when it came to shoes, running was not the only sport that New Balance had its sights on either. One example was its foray into tennis in 1979 with its first tennis-specific shoe, the CT300, which offered players responsive cushioning for greater comfort and traction on court.


An Expanding International Presence


The 1980s continued in a similar vein, with growth and innovation. The company released several iconic models during this decade that would come to define the brand, with perhaps the most notable being the New Balance 990 (see here). First introduced in 1982, this was the company’s response to a growing demand for high-performance running shoes. The 990 was designed to meet the needs of serious runners, but it was also a first for combining the very latest technology with premium materials. Positioned as one of the most advanced running shoes on the market, it took off straight away, despite the fact that it was also the most costly.
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New Balance 990v1.


During the 1980s, New Balance continued to expand its product range too, introducing models purpose-designed for specific sports. Basketball was already dominated by the big players such as Nike and Adidas, so it was natural that New Balance would decide to compete in the same arena. In 1983, the company introduced its first ever basketball shoe, the New Balance Pride 480. It was designed to provide the same level of support and stability that had made its shoes successful with runners, transferred to the court.


In 1984, a twenty-one-year-old Michael Jordan was featured in Life magazine, ahead of the summer Olympics that year in Los Angeles. The images were taken by the Dutch photographer Jacobus ‘Co’ Rentmeester. At the time, Jordan was a student at the University of North Carolina; he’d not yet played in the NBA and he’d not yet been contracted to Nike (or any other brand). Rentmeester had just twenty minutes to capture a striking visual, so he opted to shoot Jordan outdoors rather than on an indoor basketball court. Rentmeester had planned some shots with his assistant beforehand, taking Polaroids that he then showed to Jordan when he arrived. He wanted to capture the player in mid-air, as if defying gravity, so asked him to leap like a ballet dancer, with his legs split wide apart. The result was the now iconic image of Michael Jordan in flight, with a basketball in one hand and wearing a pair of New Balance shoes believed to be the Pride 480s. That same pose, with Nike sneakers replacing the New Balance, was later adopted by Nike as the Jumpman logo that advertises their Air Jordan range. It led to a legal battle in 2015 that Rentmeester fought and lost.
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The 990 has become a classic. Advert from the 2020s.


In the 1980s, New Balance took steps to establish a stronger presence internationally. It began partnering with distributors and retailers to distribute its products across key European countries, where the appetite for running and fitness gear was now growing rapidly. This also involved expansion in terms of manufacturing. In 1982 a new factory was set up in Flimby, in the UK (see here).
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Dutch actor Rutger Hauer wearing New Balance in New York, 1980.


This move was aimed at addressing the growing demand from the European market and adhering to the commitment to local manufacturing that had already been established in the US, and it was noteworthy in an era when their competitors were shifting production lines to Asia. The investment in the UK appealed to a customer base that valued craftsmanship and ethical production practices. Shoes produced at Flimby were stamped with a ‘Made in UK’ label, which soon became synonymous with exceptional quality and heritage, significantly enhancing the brand’s appeal in the European markets. The Flimby facility also had significant practical advantages, allowing New Balance to optimize their supply chain and minimize delivery delays. Flimby became integral to New Balance’s European operations, and it produced several of the company’s most celebrated models, including the 576 and 577, and the later 1500 series (see here).


New Balance’s expansion into Japan followed along similar lines. It began at a time when American culture and fashion was becoming increasingly popular, so New Balance products found a very receptive audience among the Japanese, who also had an appreciation for high-quality craftsmanship, superior materials and performance. However, the brand first had to contend with competition from home-grown powerhouses such as ASICS and Mizuno. These were companies with a deep understanding of the preferences of Japanese consumers and they had long dominated the local sportswear market. New Balance positioned itself as a brand built on quality and cutting-edge design, offering a premium, timeless product. By collaborating with local distributors and retailers, it was able to ensure that its shoes entered the stores most likely to attract its ideal customers, thus securing a foothold in this competitive landscape. The brand’s big breakthrough in the Japanese market came in 1984 with the release of the New Balance 1300. Sold at a very steep 39,000 yen ($130), the cost was justified by the premium nature of the shoe, marketed as the ultimate in running-shoe innovation.
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New Balance 576, ‘Made in UK’.



Technological Innovation



Raising the bar for athletic footwear depended very much on technological developments, and in the 1990s, New Balance made significant advances, introducing several innovative features that set its products apart in the market. Particularly significant was the introduction of ROLLBAR technology (see here), a motion-control system designed to reduce foot movement and provide enhanced stability, particularly for those prone to pronation issues.


Another key piece of technology was ABZORB (see here), a cushioning foam compound that provided exceptional shock absorption. It was incorporated into the New Balance 999 in the mid-1990s, offering runners and other athletes a level of comfort and protection that was unmatched in the industry. The benefits were especially felt by long-distance runners, who looked for maximum cushioning to protect their joints and muscles over greater distances.
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New Balance expanded into Japan in the 1980s, and has been popular there ever since.
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Runner Marcus O’Sullivan wearing New Balance in 1992.


The 1990s also saw the launch of ENCAP technology (see here), which used a core of soft cushioning made from ethylene-vinyl acetate (EVA) in the midsole together with a tough polyurethane rim for more support and durability – an optimal blend of cushioning and stability.


The introduction of new technologies was by no means restricted to the 1990s, and this topic is covered in more detail in Chapter 4, but this decade stands out as a striking showcase of New Balance’s commitment to innovation and functionality, with each advance playing a crucial role in solidifying its reputation.


The Rise of Lifestyle Footwear


One of the major trends of the 21st century has been the emergence of a new category in fashion – athleisure wear. This hybrid style merges performance sportswear with off-duty ‘leisure’ clothing, capitalizing on the technological advancements made in athletic wear to provide comfort and convenience for everyday purposes as well as exercise. With it has come the category of ‘lifestyle shoes’, designed to transition effortlessly between athletic wear and casual fashion.


New Balance’s design ethos, which has always favoured simplicity over spectacle has made it a natural fit in this sector. Standout models have included the 574 and 990 – shoes initially crafted for running that have now transitioned into fashion essentials, celebrated for their timeless design, understated authencity and comfort. As a result, the brand now appeals to a consumer base that extends way beyond running enthusiasts, being seen just as often these days in images of fashion influencers and celebrities as on the sports field. Likewise, their versatility has meant that the shoes have found their way into high fashion while remaining accessible to those who simply appreciate well-made, reliable footwear.


To capitalize on this new direction, New Balance has reinforced its market presence through strategic collaborations with renowned fashion designers and labels (see here). These partnerships have been key in cementing the company’s status in the crossover space between athletic performance and mainstream fashion, maintaining its hallmark performance features while also catching the attention of fashion-forward consumers. Notable collaborations include those with designers like Todd Snyder and Ronnie Fieg, as well as with fashion houses such as Stüssy, Supreme and Stone Island, and they often feature unique reinterpretations of classic New Balance styles, incorporating modern design elements, new colourways and premium materials. The limited nature of each release creates a buzz and visibility for the brand, and demand among collectors and fashion enthusiasts is always high. Aligning itself with cutting-edge trends is also a strategy that helps New Balance pave the way to new audiences and position itself as a dynamic and forward-thinking player in the global fashion market.
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