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What is the Last Thing You Do Before You Leave the House Every Morning?



Do you pack your bag, check your phone, or snuggle your pet goodbye? Whether you do all or none of these things, your morning routine probably involves pulling on shoes. And unless you’re heading to the beach or trudging through the snow, chances are those shoes are a pair of sneakers!
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Sneaker fans exist everywhere, from Hollywood to the NBA. But humans weren’t always wearing sneakers—in fact, they weren’t always wearing shoes at all. How did we go from running barefoot in the grass to stomping around in rubber-soled lace-ups? The answer will take you on a journey through the rubber tree plantations of Southeast Asia, the dark days of Nazi Germany, the parks of New York City, and more. Get ready to step into the ins and outs of a shoe that has influenced sports, music, fashion, and more. It’s time to find out how the sneaker became the worldwide phenomenon it is today!
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[image: SECTION ONE: How It All Started]























CHAPTER ONE



The Dawn of Rubber





Sneakers Get Going


It might be hard to imagine a world without shoes, just as it’s hard to imagine a world without clothes. But most ancient humans went around barefoot. Experts say that our feet and legs are perfectly built for running long distances. Some prehistoric people may have survived by outrunning antelope and other animals they hunted. They would chase their prey until it got too tired to keep going! And they performed this feat with bare feet.
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[image: A pair of 7,000-year-old sagebrush sandals]





Oldest Shoe


In 1938, archaeologist Luther Cressman unearthed something extraordinary in Oregon’s Fort Rock Cave: dozens of sandals woven out of a woody plant called sagebrush. The sandals turned out to be at least 9,000 years old, making them the oldest shoes ever discovered with a known date.
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When a cook by the name of Koroibos won the 600-foot race in the world’s first Olympic Games in ancient Greece, barefoot running was still the norm. Over time, athletes realized they could outperform the competition by donning sandals to protect their feet from rocks and hot sand. And ever since, footwear has been designed and redesigned to help athletes perform at their best.
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But today’s superstars might still be running in sandals if it wasn’t for a curious substance hiding deep in the South American rain forest: rubber.


Rubber, Naturally


A sneaker isn’t a sneaker without its rubber sole. But what exactly is rubber, and how is it made?


Believe it or not, rubber has been around since ancient times. Rubber plants and trees grow in warm tropical areas around the world, such as South America and Southeast Asia. When you cut into their stems and trunks, the plants and trees ooze out a milky, sap-like fluid called latex (pronounced LAY-tecks). Over time, the latex turns into a hard, sticky material.


The Indigenous peoples living 3,000 years ago in Mesoamerica—such as the Aztec, Maya, and Olmec—were rubber experts. They tapped into rubber trees to drain out the latex. Then they mixed the latex with the juice from morning glory vines, which created a white material that was stretchy and bouncy. By mixing varying amounts of the two substances together, they could make different kinds of rubber ideal for different purposes.



[image: Morning glory]



Experts believe ancient Indigenous people created durable rubber to craft shoes. After molding chunks of clay into the shape of their feet, they would pour the latex mixture over the molds. Then, they would place the latex-covered mold in the coals of a fire, where the latex would harden into something a bit like a rubber slipper.
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[image: Latex is tapped from the trunk of a rubber tree.]
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Rubber Barons



Indigenous peoples in the Amazon were also early rubber users. When French explorers arrived in the 1700s, they were fascinated by the Indigenous people’s rubber creations. Dreaming of growing rich from rubber products, the French explorers named the material caoutchouc (pronounced COW-chook) and brought samples back home with them. A British scientist realized that the material worked well for erasing pencil marks if you rubbed it against paper . . . and that’s how the word “rubber” was born!


A rubber fever took hold in Europe and North America in the early 1800s, and demand for the stuff soared. People in the United States figured out how to turn rubber into crude galoshes to protect their shoes from water and mud. Inventors tried making all kinds of other things out of rubber, too, like coats, hats, and life preservers.
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[image: An ancient Maya pitz court]





Bouncy Balls


Some ancient Maya people used rubber to make bouncy balls. Pitz, an ancient Maya ball game, was a bit like a cross between modern soccer and basketball. Players would bounce a rubber ball through stone hoops attached to the sides of a court but without using their hands. Pitz was incredibly important to ancient Maya society. Pitz courts were located at the center of town and covered in murals showing wars, myths, and the passage of power from one ruler to another. Rather than fighting on the battlefield, neighboring cities would use pitz games to settle disputes. Sometimes, the Maya people would even make a human sacrifice from the losing team at the end of the game.






[image: A pair of American galoshes from 1886]



Rubber barons moved into small towns along the Amazon River and took over. They brought in private armies who captured Indigenous people and claimed their land. They enslaved the people, forcing them to work on rubber plantations on the land where they and their families had lived for generations.
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[image: The Amazon River runs through Brazil, Colombia, and Peru.]




[image: ]



Meanwhile, the rubber barons lived like kings. Despite the horrible acts committed in the name of rubber, no Western people knew how to use it successfully for a very long time. It would take the persistence of one dreamer and entrepreneur named Charles Goodyear to change that.


Good Call, Goodyear


You might recognize the name Goodyear from car tires or the side of a blimp at sports events. But Charles Goodyear didn’t start out as a brilliant businessman who would have a company named in his honor. In fact, he spent time behind bars when his family hardware business failed in 1830 and he couldn’t pay back his debts.
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“The ball made thereof, though hard and heavy to the hand, did bound and fly as well as our footballs, there being no need to blow them.”


—18TH-CENTURY SPANISH EXPLORER ANTONIO DE HERRERA, DESCRIBING AN AZTEC GAME WITH A RUBBER BALL





Goodyear decided he was done selling products other people had created. Instead, he was going to invent one for himself. And he knew exactly what material he was going to use to make his new creation: rubber. In 1834, 33-year-old Goodyear was strolling along a New York City street when he spotted a rubber life preserver in a store window. Something about it made him stop short. It had a shoddy valve, and Goodyear knew he could design a better one. A few weeks of tinkering and he had the finished product: a leak-proof valve. Here it was, his million-dollar idea!
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Except it wasn’t. When Goodyear took his newly designed valve to the store, the salesman led him to a nearby warehouse and showed him the real problem: shelves upon shelves filled with rubber blobs that had once been life preservers. The salesman explained that rubber had a fatal flaw. It melted in the heat and turned brittle and cracked in the cold. After one hot summer, the life preservers were ruined forever.




“More people ride on Goodyear tires than on any other kind.”




—GOODYEAR TIRE & RUBBER COMPANY SLOGAN








Goodyear’s valve was useless. But by designing one failed product, he had stumbled onto a better idea: to find a way to keep rubber stable in changing temperatures. If Goodyear could crack that code, he would hold the secret to making rubber into all kinds of products. He bought the warehouse full of ruined life preservers and set to work.


Goodyear tried everything he could think of. He mixed different chemicals into the rubber. He baked it in the sun. But nothing worked. Finally, in 1839, he had an accidental breakthrough when he was visiting a store in Woburn, Massachusetts. While trying to convince the owner to buy some of his rubber, Goodyear swung his arm to make a gesture and accidentally sent a lump of rubber flying onto the hot surface of a potbellied stove. When Goodyear scraped the rubber off the stove, he noticed that the normally soft rubber had hardened.
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It took five more years of experimenting. Goodyear ran so low on money that he pawned his furniture for cash. He even landed back in jail because he couldn’t pay his debts. But he kept on working, and even continued his experiments while in prison! At last, his years of work paid off: Goodyear discovered that by adding sulfur to the rubber and getting it hot enough, he could create a durable material. This material could be formed into just about anything without cracking or melting.
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Goodyear named the new process vulcanization after Vulcan, the Roman god of fire. He dreamed of a future where everything from musical instruments to clothes would be made of rubber.


Unfortunately, rubbermakers around the world stole Goodyear’s idea and started making their own vulcanized rubber products. Instead of cashing in on his invention, Goodyear spent the rest of his life trying to protect it. He died in 1860, still in debt.


But Goodyear’s creation changed the world. While he didn’t found the Goodyear Tire & Rubber Company, the business was named in his honor in 1898. Vulcanized rubber completely changed how products are made, from bicycle tires to car parts—and sneakers, of course.



[image: This 1839 drawing shows Charles Goodyear demonstrating vulcanization.]




[image: The Goodyear Tire & Rubber Company currently owns four blimps. They use them to advertise their company and record footage at sports events.]
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