

[image: A Pocket Guide to Converse by Jessica Bumpus]






A Pocket Guide to Converse


Jessica Bumpus










A Pocket Guide to Converse



Jessica Bumpus


Laurence King










Contents



1 Introduction


2 History


3 Design & Style


4 Brand


5 Culture


6 Collaborations


7 Epilogue










Introduction



I was in my mid-teens when I bought my first Converse sneakers, a pair of classic high-top All Stars in pink. They had been purchased on a trip down to London one summer and I had been very excited to get them – a significant and serious addition to my footwear collection at the time, akin to a ‘designer’ shoe. I wore them on my first day at university. Through love and wear – with everything from jeans to party dresses – they eventually turned nearly white. When I worked as an intern at a cool magazine, I also acquired a cream pair of All Stars that had been customized by a stylist for a shoot, and these became a prized possession.
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But this isn’t a story about me. This is the story of an iconic brand whose reach has been far and wide over the century and more that it has been in existence. Starting from humble beginnings as a rubber shoe manufacturer in Massachusetts, US, in 1908, helmed by one Marquis Mills Converse, the company would go on to make a name for itself in the world of basketball circa 1922 – care of its star salesman, Chuck Taylor, after whom its most famous shoes were named.


After breaking into the lifestyle arena as the favoured footwear of skaters and punks, Converse became as much a badge of underground cool as a legend of American sportswear. At the first ever Olympic basketball championships, held in 1936 in Berlin, the Americans wore All Stars with red and blue stripes; fast-forward 50 years, and the same sneaker style was worn by Matthew Broderick in the beloved teen comedy Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. There are plenty more instances where Converse has made both cult and commercial film cameos, and we’ll reveal more about those later.


There are perhaps few brands whose name can act as the missing link between The Simpsons, grunge icon Kurt Cobain and the elegant French fashion designer Isabel Marant as Converse can – and a great many more could be added to this eclectic list. The brand has made each the subject of a fruitful collaboration, ensuring the continued relevancy of its now legendary colourful canvas sneakers. They may have had their start in the sporting arena, but they have now become a firm favourite among fashion insiders, and not only to be worn – Vogue editors have revealed that they stash pairs away in their kit for shoots, so essential are they for bringing a certain vibe.


Converse’s All Star logo is now as iconic as Christian Louboutin’s red sole, the label on Levi’s jeans and the interlocking G buckle of a Gucci belt. The sneakers have appeared on the feet of stars including Rihanna, Avril Lavigne and Timothée Chalamet, and have been famously worn on the red carpet by Kristen Stewart, which back in the noughties was deemed a very daring thing to do. In 2012, when she wore them again at an awards ceremony, British Vogue reported that the actress said she was able to get around and sign more autographs for fans in the flats. In advertising campaigns throughout the years, comfort and ease have been a key part of the brand’s messaging.


Beyond their rich and engaging history both on and off the court, what stands out about a pair of Converse is their design. They are instantly recognizable, especially with their palette of bright shades (including, amongst others, Sunflower, Watermelon Slushy, Pink Foam, Viper Violet and Amazon Green). Arguably, it is a simpler design than most sneaker brands, having never fundamentally changed too much – though there have been new additions, design tweaks and styles introduced along the way.


Much of the appeal of Converse sneakers lies in the sense of retro-nostalgia they provoke, with a feel that is quintessentially American. Often made from canvas, they are indeed a blank canvas for the wearer’s own personal style, which is the kind of thinking the brand encourages, their website declaring, ‘When you wear Converse products, you create a culture of authentic street style simply by being yourself.’


Today, Converse is owned by Nike, Inc., having been bought in 2003 for a reported sum of over US$300 million. Iconic styles from the 1980s have been revived and the brand has extended into apparel, continuing to be a high-street staple. Of course, none of this would have been possible had it not been for that rubber shoe factory back in 1908.










History



There are two names to note when it comes to the history of Converse: Marquis Mills Converse, the company’s namesake, and Charles Hollis Taylor, or Chuck Taylor, arguably the original face of the brand. While it was the former who founded the Converse Rubber Shoe Company in Malden, Massachusetts, in the early 20th century, it is the latter who is now regarded as having been pivotal in the marketing of the brand.


Marquis Mills Converse preceded Chuck Taylor, and there is perhaps less known about him than there is about Taylor. Yet without Converse, there would have been no shoe company at all. Converse, the company, had originally been conceived in 1890. Marquis Mills was a manager at a footwear manufacturer at the time, and he established Converse & Pike along with a business partner. It was originally a wholesale operation, selling rubber boots to Boston retailers.
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Chuck Taylor, salesman and promoter of the Converse All Star.
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Basketball player Oscar Robertson wearing Converse in 1958. Basketball and Converse would become synonymous.


As luck, or fate, would have it, basketball came bounding into the arena a year later and an inextricable link between Converse and the sport would soon be formed. Despite becoming prominent in various other sports and cultural scenes since then, basketball has remained core to the brand to this day, with even the skate shoes having come directly from the court.


Basketball’s invention is attributed to James Naismith, a physical education teacher, in 1891. Serendipitously, its invention also took place in Massachusetts – in Springfield, less than 160 km (100 miles) from the Converse headquarters. The Canadian–American teacher apparently conceived basketball as a way to make physical education less dangerous and more enjoyable. The new game took on elements of field hockey, American football and soccer, and would become a particular favourite with colleges. Part of its appeal was that it required less space than the games it had borrowed from. It quickly became popular with young people and a professional league was formed in 1898. All of this would prove significant in the story of Converse, which as yet hadn’t found its basketball feet.


Around the turn of the century, Converse’s partner, Pike, departed and the company changed its name to M.M. Converse, but both family problems and instability in the rubber market forced the sale of the business. Undeterred, by 1908 Converse had started up the Converse Rubber Shoe Company with US$250,000 of venture capital (estimates put that sum at around US$6.5 million today).


The company aimed to produce a range of rubber products, including car tyres, galoshes (a type of rubber overshoe) and tennis shoes – which are thought to have morphed into the basketball line. (Later on Converse would also promote tennis shoes, and in an advert from 1977, the former US world number one Chris Evert is shown wearing the Converse model bearing her name on the court). The first Converse factory was up and running before the end of the decade, and its first Converse shoe emerged in 1909.


The Birth of Sneakers


The term ‘sneakers’ is thought to have come into use during the 1880s in the US. Apparently, it referred to the quiet rubber soles of the shoes, which meant you could ‘sneak up’ on people. Whether true or not, it makes for a fun piece of trivia. There was a good deal of activity in the rubber shoe market during the 19th and early 20th centuries. In 1839, the American inventor Charles Goodyear created vulcanized rubber, which made it possible to use the material commercially, and this is what would be used for sneakers. The very first sneakers, though, are thought to have been the ‘sand shoes’ made by the Liverpool Rubber Company in the UK. These were canvas with rubber soles and, as the name suggests, were often worn at the beach. These were later renamed plimsolls.


The first Converse shoe emerged in 1909.


Recreational sports, such as croquet, had started to become popular towards the end of the 19th century, and as a result there was a growing demand for the right kind of footwear. The US Rubber Company began selling modified versions of the plimsoll – the sneaker – in 1892, which had laces and thicker rubber soles, and then introduced Keds in 1916, which proved especially popular with women. Meanwhile, the early seeds were sown for the Puma and Adidas brands in 1924, when Adolf Dassler and his brother Rudolf set up the Dassler Brothers Shoe Factory in Germany. In 1948, rivalry between the pair caused them to split the company in two, with Rudolf creating Ruda – later Puma – and Adolf setting up Adidas. All of this would play a part in the evolution of the Converse brand.


By 1910, Converse claimed it was making 5,500 pairs of galoshes a day, and by the middle of the decade it had expanded into athletics shoes, introducing a shoe called the Non-Skid. This had been specifically designed for basketball: a canvas style featuring a small capped toe and a distinctive diamond tread pattern, which enabled ease of movement in different directions and the ability to stop quickly – ideal on the basketball court. The Non-Skid was reissued as the All Star in 1919 and is, according to Converse, the ‘great-grandfather of today’s Chuck’. The shoe received a name tweak again in the early 1930s, when it became the Chuck Taylor All Star – now commonly referred to as ‘Chucks’.
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Advert for the Non-Skid from 1920.



World’s First Sports Promoter



Chuck Taylor, the man, had joined Converse in the early 1920s after applying for a sales job. It turned out to be a fortuitous move, and he would become a pioneer of sports marketing. Taylor was an early brand ambassador, perhaps akin to the mega sports stars of today, important enough that his name was included on the sneaker’s ankle patch logo in 1934. Inside the eye-catching circular patch, on either side of the iconic star, the words ‘Chuck’ and ‘Taylor’ were added. It is still there today on the classic All Star design, the style he made famous and with which he has become most associated – quite the lasting legacy for the salesman. According to the New York Times’ sports magazine The Athletic, 1934 was also the year that Converse struck its first licensing deal with Disney, putting Mickey Mouse on the shoe.
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Chuck Taylor’s name on the All Star ankle patch.


Chuck Taylor is so synonymous with Converse that one could easily be forgiven for thinking he had founded the company in the first place. Similarly, one could assume – and it has been suggested numerous times – that Taylor had a helping hand in designing the legendary shoe that bears his name. This footwear myth has, however, been debunked. In an interview with the online menswear platform Mr Porter in 2020, Elizabeth Semmelhack, the creative director and senior curator of the Bata Shoe Museum in Toronto, and a prolific author of books on sneaker history and culture, insisted that ‘there’s actually no proof of that’ – something that’s backed up by Converse’s own records.
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Chuck Taylor (top right) and others planning a tour of the All Stars team in 1950.


Sam Smallidge, the brand’s in-house archivist, has suggested that Taylor might have received feedback from basketball coaches and passed that along, but the idea that he was in the workshop was not realistic: ‘He was more of a coaches’ coach and a salesman than anything else.’ Along the way, though, sneaker history has had a habit of rewriting and embellishing upon this.


Should you have thought Chuck Taylor was perhaps not even real, you could also be forgiven – as sneaker heroes go, there has not been so much written about him. What little we do know, according to the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, is that he was born in Brown County, Indiana, in 1901, and was a two-time All-State selection on Columbus High School’s basketball team, and a journeyman jump shooter who went on to play for 11 professional seasons.


He was more of a coaches’ coach and a salesman than anything else.


During the early years of basketball, various shoe and rubber companies started their own basketball teams, which would tour the country to advertise their products; the basketball teams and matches became a kind of promotional tool. Chuck Taylor headed up the Converse team, which was known as the All Stars – of course! A key sales strategy he employed was to put on ‘clinics’ for the team coaches, then take them to sports stores to order Converse shoes; the idea was that the coaches would remember who taught them to play basketball (Chuck Taylor), who he worked for (Converse), and which shoes he was selling (All Stars).


Interestingly, it is not even known if Taylor was any good on the court (though, again, some accounts pitch him as being a basketball star as well as the Converse design mastermind). His major talent appears to have been his ability to generate interest in basketball, which made the game well known, and consequently Converse, too.


Converse claimed to be the number one shoe in America by 1955, accounting for 80 per cent of the sneaker footwear market.


Business was said to be booming, but in 1929 Converse faced bankruptcy as a result of debts incurred from failed attempts to make car tyres. The Great Depression also began that year. But the decade wasn’t all bad for the brand. It had come up with a plan to boost its sales, capitalizing on their star salesman’s success by adding his name to the All Stars’ ankle patch. Few others through history can boast such an accolade – most famously Stan Smith (and the Adidas tennis shoe he inspired) and Michael Jordan (and Nike’s Air Jordan) – but there are not many, and certainly not back then.


By this point, the Converse brand had become synonymous with basketball, which would feature as an Olympic event for the first time at the 1936 Berlin games. The Americans wore their red-andblue striped All Stars and won gold. And in 1939, the first National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) championship took place, with both teams sporting Converse. The brand and the world it had helped to create was beginning to take shape.


When America entered World War Two in 1941, Converse pivoted its production to kitting out American troops with rubberized footwear, protective suits and coats (only a small number of All Stars were available to the public at this time). Taylor himself reportedly served as a captain in the US Air Force and coached regional basketball teams. Because GIs did their fitness training in Converse high tops, it has been said that they became the unofficial training shoe of the US Armed Forces.
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