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This memoir is dedicated to the memory of my daughter, Kay, who was taken from us far too soon










CHAPTER 1 Some People Run to Win



I have a confession. Two confessions, in fact. The first is, I don’t like running. The second is that I’m a lousy shoemaker. By that, I mean it’s not where my particular set of skills lies. There, it’s out there. I feel better now.


Though for a book about the founder of Reebok, a book titled Shoemaker, you might be confused. Hopefully, you’re also a little intrigued. You should be. My story, the Reebok story, is not a standard business tale about how I worked hard, hunched over a shoe last for thirty-five years. Nor is it a linear journey along a well-thought-out path, or a tale of how I risked millions and came out smelling of shiny leather. It is a book about motivation and the importance of gripping onto an opportunity when Lady Luck presents it.


But there’s more to it than that. A lot more. Like every success story, there’s been a sacrifice, a muddy pay-off for the glitter and gold that comes with industrial celebrity. There’s only room for one love when your heart is fully invested in your passion.


Somebody once said, ‘You can’t get to the top without standing on a few heads,’ or something like that. But that wasn’t my way, at least I like to think it wasn’t. There were no people harmed in the making of this business, and subsequently this book, although I could be wrong, of course.


I was brought up in a world of the remarkably average, where aspiring to be better was frowned upon. It was an era of ‘know your place’, ‘don’t rock the boat’, and other edicts injected into the masses to keep society in order. And it was also a time when old-fashioned values were in place, when people were generally kind to their neighbours, their elders and even to their peers.


Decency was paramount, my mum had always instilled that in me, alongside respect for others. But in my mind, contrary to societal expectations, so was growth and improvement through challenging myself, and it was on these foundations that my (eventual) success in industry was founded.


The path to that success wasn’t straight, nor was it defined. A lot of it was based on decisions that were made on the hoof. Many of those decisions were reactive rather than proactive, but always with the same aim in mind: to sell more shoes than the day before.


It seems to have worked, though it took thirty-one years to grow from a start-up to the world’s number one sports brand. Perhaps if I had made different decisions it would have arrived sooner, but I know for sure that, without the long and meandering journey, I wouldn’t have been prepared for the destination.


At the end of the day, many things needed to fall into place as I steered the Reebok ship along a path to success. Some of it was my doing, some of it was that of others. Some of it I’d like to call business acumen, but most of it was not. It was more a matter of good fortune, a dogged determination (some would say obsessive), and an ability to think creatively to turn misfortune into opportunity.


It was also about the importance of timing. Any brand that goes from zero to hero relies on good timing. And where better to start talking about timing than when the starter gun went off.





Some people run to beat others. I ran to beat myself.


Bang!


I closed my eyes but saw no darkness, only a clear path laid out. A narrow track devoured with every step.


I heard my dad shout, ‘Come on, Joe, push-push-push,’ the nicotine-grated encouragement fading with every stretch of sinew. I pushed, dug deep, but not for him. Even at that age, I knew his encouragement was more to do with the bets he had placed on me than any pride in his seven-year-old son.


I wasn’t particularly bothered about winning… though I greatly preferred it to losing. The prizes for coming first in my category hardly acted as an incentive. Not many seven- to ten-year-olds will put an extra spring in their step for a piece of cutlery or an ugly ceramic farm animal.


The act of running was hard work, tiring, uncomfortable. Running to win meant pushing your lungs to the point of explosion, forcing your heart to beat so hard it floods your brain with extra blood until you’re desperate for your head to pop to alleviate the excruciating throbbing in your temples. No, running hurts, especially if you want to run faster than the fastest. The physical challenge held no attraction. So why did I do it? I had other motivations.


Coming first meant attention from my dad, a scarce commodity in the Foster household. Conversely, losing meant being ignored. But that was nothing new. It was the default setting in our Victorian terraced home on Hereford Road, north of the town-centre chimneys that choked the Bolton skies.


I wasn’t born particularly athletic; in fact, I was more weed than flourishing plant – shy, introverted and gangly. But I always knew that if I wanted something badly enough, I alone had the power to achieve it; others weren’t going to just give it to me.


I longed for praise from my dad, devoured any crumbs of pride he occasionally threw to me, the middle one of three sons. I taught myself how to get him to scatter a few, principally by winning him money when I raced. But even that wasn’t guaranteed.


I devised other ways to seek pleasure out of the monthly athletics events he thrust me into. And gradually, instead of seeking gratification through Dad’s praise, I sought it elsewhere, from the pride of knowing that I had done everything I could to maximise my performance, for myself, whether I won or not.


I would never be considered among the best athletes in the world, or the UK, or even Lancashire, for that matter. For that, you needed a genetic advantage. You had to have been born with the DNA of a runner. I hadn’t. But looking back, I had been born with the DNA of an ‘improver’. I could figure out how to do things better, faster, the best way that you could, always looking for slight improvements, things that would give you a minuscule advantage, even at the age of seven.


So, while I couldn’t move my whole body faster than the others, I could focus on the poise of my head, the swing of my arms, the gait of my legs, the angle of my soles as they hit the ground, my breathing. The sum of each tweak was enough to gain a few yards on my competitors. But the rest of my physiology, I couldn’t change. Which only left the tools of the trade. And there I had another advantage.


I was from a family of shoemakers. Not an advantage in itself, admittedly, but this was no ordinary shoemaking family. This was J. W. Foster & Sons, makers of hand-sewn sports shoes. And when red-faced rivals watched me accepting my winner’s trophy – a shiny spoon, a pot pig, or a dull-as-ditchwater reference book – and wondered how this scrawny mite had beaten the best runners in their athletics club, I would brace myself for the inevitable claims of ‘cheat, cheat’ as their gaze fell to my feet.


While the other boys ran in regular, flat-soled plimsolls, I wore spiked running shoes specifically designed and constructed for the precise conditions of that particular race meeting. I was perhaps the youngest ‘athlete’ in the country to wear customised running footwear. But before you start jumping to conclusions and thinking I was from a privileged background, my parents affording every advantage they could lay their hands on, let me explain.


Race shoes apart, I was like every other boy from a typical working-class family in the 1940s, appreciative of the small clutch of toys and games in our possession. But when it came to athletics, I had one distinct ancestral advantage – my grandad had invented the spiked running shoe. So I guess before the Reebok story really starts, a little historical catch-up is necessary.


Like many towns in the northwest of England, Bolton thrived in the boom of the cotton industry in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It became a standout example of innovation and rapid growth when, in 1779, Bolton industrialist Samuel Crompton invented the ‘spinning mule’, a machine used to spin cotton faster and more efficiently than handheld tools, thus reducing the number of mill workers needed and weaving more profit for the mill owners.


Towards the end of the nineteenth century my grandad, also called Joe Foster, became a purveyor of invention almost by accident. As a fifteen-year-old, he had two main interests in his life: running in his local athletics club, the Bolton Primrose Harriers, and repairing shoes and boots in his bedroom above his dad’s confectionery shop. The latter pursuit he was good at; the running, like me, not so much.


What Grandad Joe did have, though, was an inventive mind. Fed up with being a backmarker in every race, he figured he would combine his two skill sets to see if he could get to the finishing line quicker.


Grandad Joe likely learned his cobbling skills through visiting his grandfather Sam’s shoe workshop in Nottingham. Sam reputedly repaired the soles for lots of local sportsmen, and Joe had maybe seen the spiked cricket boots that his grandad had made to give them more grip. Perhaps a seed had been planted then, that this means of extra grip could be applied in other sports.


As it was, in his bedroom at 90 Dean Road, my grandad Joe set about designing a pair of spiked running shoes for himself.


In 1895, to test their effectiveness, he decided to try them out at his local athletics club, in a middle-distance track event. The night before his first race, the shoes were still not finished. He had hand-sewn only one of the clumps – the added outer sole on the front of the shoe from which the spikes protrude. Working by candlelight late into the night, he had neither the visibility nor the patience to sew the clump onto the other shoe. Racked with frustration, he simply hammered it on with nails.


His fellow racers were both intrigued and amused. What right did this quiet, unassuming runner have to think he could be different from them? Did he really need to cheat to win? And how on earth would these ugly, and mismatched, shoes give him an advantage over standard plimsolls? Some laughed, some sneered, but as Joe readied himself at the starting line, he believed those to his left and right would soon be in awe when he left them in his wake.


As the starting gun went off, Joe’s spikes dug into the cinder track, giving him a perfect kick-off into his stride, his feet lifting light in shoes that felt barely there. By the first bend, he was already several yards in front. As his body leaned into the bend, where the others’ plimsolls would lose microseconds with tiny movements sidewards, Joe’s spikes forced all motion forwards.


With virtually no cushioning, Joe could feel his feet locking onto the track as soon as his toes touched the surface, propelling him forwards fractions of a second quicker than the rubber-soled feet of his competitors. The gain in traction was minute with each step, but the sum total was enough to continue widening the distance between him and the chasing crowd.


Carrying less weight on his feet and experiencing more straight-line efficiency, Joe could feel the physical advantage. It was slight, but it was there, and as he reached the halfway point he recognised he still had reserves of energy. His lungs weren’t trying to suck in air as desperately as in previous races; his legs were not as leaden as usual. Maybe it was psychological, he thought as he began his last lap. Perhaps it was just a placebo.


He just had time to decide it was probably a combination when he felt a strange sensation in his right foot. The ground didn’t feel as even. It felt like he was running over pebbles. Then it felt like he was running over glass, every step sending agonising needles of pain through the ball of his foot and up his leg, telling his brain to ease the pressure. Finally, he felt something give way. He stumbled over an invisible rock, his bare toes grazing against the coarse cinders.


As he tried to resume the pace, he looked behind to see the second- and third-place runners catching him up. But, even more worrying, in between him and the challengers he spotted the dusty, spiked clump from his right pump lying on the track like a dead rat. With his balance thrown and every step a burning agony, he slowed to a limp, dejected as the chasing pack caught up, each one giving him a desultory smack on the back of his head as they passed.


Joe finished second to last. He snatched off what was left of his running pumps and hobbled home, where he tossed the pumps into a cupboard under the stairs and slammed the door on them. The humiliation he felt at that moment suffocated any desire to seek improvement on the race track again. But Joe was made of sterner stuff.


This gut-wrenching experience was just a reminder that there are no short cuts. His next pair wouldn’t let him down and, for the next few months, he worked again on the design, making the shoes lighter and softer until he had what he considered the finished product – the perfect, lightweight running pumps. This time he would give them an outing on solo test runs to make sure there would be no repeat of his initial embarrassment.


When he tried them in a race, he didn’t win but came a very unlikely second. Now his clubmates weren’t laughing. Now they all wanted a pair of these new wonder shoes, and Joe had no choice but to oblige.


Several months later, after Joe had delivered his final pair, rival athletics clubs didn’t take long to notice that Joe’s club, Bolton Primrose Harriers, were becoming the team to beat. It took even less time for them to work out why, and then, unsurprisingly, more orders for Joe Foster’s running shoes were placed.


Before long, at every race meeting, Joe was surrounded by other runners hounding him to make them a pair. As word spread further, Joe began to spend less time on the race track and more time in his bedroom hand-sewing shoes to satisfy the queues that had started to form outside his door.


In 1900, four years after the first-ever modern Olympic Games had been held in Athens, demand for Joe’s shoes forced him to expand. He created J. W. Foster (Athletic Shoes) and moved into new premises at what was soon to become known as the ‘Olympic Works’ at 57 Deane Road in Bolton, next to the Horse and Vulcan pub.


The latest requests were for one-off designs, custom shoes based on the running style of a particular athlete, or shoes tailor-made for a particular track, even shoes optimised for just one specific race. In no time at all, J. W. Foster had become the shoemaker for hand-sewn specialist running pumps. If you wanted the best, no matter where you were based in the UK, Joe was your man.


Never in his wildest dreams could this Bolton cobbler have imagined that just four years later, in 1904, his running pumps would be instrumental in breaking three world records in one race.










CHAPTER 2 First World Records



On a grey November day in 1904, the rain slewed across the crowds huddled on the terraces of Glasgow’s Ibrox Park stadium. The fat, grey clouds had sucked any colour and excitement from the athletics meeting. Legions of dedicated friends and family members looked on, collars upturned, quietly cursing the Scottish weather.


When a short, stocky figure stepped onto the race track the murmurs grew louder, the rainstorm forgotten. All eyes were on one man – amateur middle- and long-distance runner, Alfred Shrubb.


Alfred took his place at the starting line, smoothed down his glorious handlebar moustache and glanced at the crowd. He didn’t look like a world-beater poised next to the field of taller, more athletic-looking runners. If he felt the pressure, he didn’t show it, but he knew what was expected of him.


Stories of his superhuman speed had bolstered his reputation to that of quasi-legend. Tales of his running feats were repeated at race meets over and over; of Alfred having to compete against horses, or run solo against relay teams, as there was no single human on the planet capable of keeping up with him.


Alfred didn’t disappoint. He never did. Like all other race days, he quickly tore away from the pack, leaving them trailing far behind. On that day he broke the 6-mile record, the 10-mile record, and then set another world best by covering 11 miles and 1,137 yards in one hour. And he did it all in Foster’s shoes.


Grandad regularly attended events to give out his shoes not just to athletes, but to reporters too. Inevitably, they would go on to write articles about Grandad’s company, while athletes would immediately notice the advantages gained by wearing his ‘gifts’ and spread the word even further. He recognised the power of influencers back then, just like brands do today.


All across the country, the running world went wild about Alfred. Competitors wanted to know everything about him – his training regime, his breathing technique… his footwear. While most of the other runners were still competing in heavy boots, Alfred wore black, hand-sewn pumps featuring running spikes. Were these the secret to his success?


It seemed that many people thought so. Business at J. W. Foster increased dramatically as more and more running associations placed their orders for the remarkable shoes that Alfred Shrubb had brought to their attention. But he was just one catalyst that propelled the prosperity of Grandad Joe.


There’s no denying that Grandad was an innovator in the field of shoemaking, but he was also ahead of his time when it came to marketing too, and, in my eyes, with that combination, he was a genius.


Genius doesn’t just rely on creativity, invention and production. It also needs recognition. Without being recognised, you can’t be perceived as a genius. With his spiked running shoe, Grandad Joe had created a brand-new product, and he employed many ways to let people know about it.


His shop front on Deane Road was the early twentieth-century equivalent of a Piccadilly Circus billboard. Every inch of the frontage was used to advertise Foster products and services. While the shop window displayed dozens of athletics trophies and shoes, the redbrick fascia featured hand-painted adverts for anything from gents’ sole and heel repairs at two shillings and sixpence, to wholesale running pumps and the manufacturing of football boots.


His marketing efforts didn’t stop there, though. Grandad’s tactics involved long-term thinking, too. As both local athletics clubs were struggling with membership, he suggested uniting Bolton Primrose Harriers and Bolton Harriers to form Bolton United Harriers. Club presidents saw it as an opportunity to further their stranglehold on the northern running scene, but for Joe, with both clubs winning trophies in Foster pumps, it was a chance to create an even bigger platform from which to promote the near-unbeatable performance of his shoes.


It took until 1908 before Joe was able to found the new Bolton United Harriers out of the wreck of the two clubs, eventually growing the membership to seventy. The new club entered teams in events throughout the local area and beyond. Invariably it won many races. On one occasion it won them all. Plenty of eyebrows were raised, and tongues started wagging.


By 1912 the club had become relatively wealthy and built a clubhouse for the lofty sum of £800. Spurred on by their fine financial standing at the time, they organised an ambitious race meeting on the Old Horse Show field.


A lot of the club’s money had been spent on promoting the event, creating plenty of interest both from runners and spectators, particularly as the club had invited Olympic gold medal winner Willie Applegarth to compete. As it was, the event was a washout, literally. Lancashire’s damp climate conspired to produce a day that was conducive to nothing but staying indoors and watching raindrops race down windowpanes.


Having taken a great financial hit, the club decided to recoup their losses with a Grand Gala. Again they invited Willie, along with a host of American athletes, and again the sullen Lancashire skies emptied their clouds and ruined the occasion. It was only the combination of less ambitious events and more co-operative weather that managed to put the club back on its feet.


Undeterred by the problems at his beloved athletics club, Grandad continued to market his business countrywide. He placed audacious ads in sporting papers and continued travelling to national race events to gift his shoes to the country’s leading runners. He also began paying the elite to wear his running pumps, predating Adi Dassler’s similar supply of free shoes to Jesse Owens for the 1936 Berlin Olympics by some thirty years. It was possibly the very first form of sportswear sponsorship in the industry. And it worked.


More and more of the UK’s top athletes would refuse to run in anything but Foster’s shoes. They wanted the same advantages. And once the fervour took hold, it spread like an epidemic.


At the London Olympics in 1908, Arthur Russell won gold in the 3,200 metres steeplechase, crossing the finishing line in Foster’s shoes.


During these initial ‘golden’ times for the business, my dad was born in 1906. In line with family traditions, he too was christened with the same initials as my grandad, J. W., only his name was James, or Jim as he became known.


With the family business flourishing, it wasn’t long before every hand in the Foster family was conscripted to help with orders, and so, at the age of eight, Jim, along with his brother, Bill (thirteen), became factory workers at the newly renamed J. W. Foster & Sons.


Business was booming so much that Grandad bought the Horse and Vulcan pub next door on Deane Road and converted it into extra workspace. But although production was at full capacity and the Foster family business was flourishing, like everybody else in the UK Joe had an anxious eye on what was unfolding overseas after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife on 28 June 1914 in Sarajevo.


The ramifications of those events hundreds of miles away would prove to have massive consequences for everybody from Britain to Germany and beyond as the First World War heaped misery and devastation on humanity and the economy.


Although Bolton was not deliberately targeted, in 1916 a stray German Zeppelin airship believed to be aiming for somewhere in the Midlands killed thirteen people when it dropped a bomb on Kirk Street, just behind the Olympic Works. The factory was left relatively undamaged, but that close call struck terror into the work staff as they realised nothing and nobody was safe during the war, wherever they were.


Any yearning from budding athletes to be the fastest runner on a track was drowned in a sea of survival anxiety. Consequently, the demand for racing footwear all but stopped. For Grandad and his family, the days of fame and glory as an elite athletic shoe supplier had come to an abrupt end. Instead, J. W. Foster & Sons became one of many shoe manufacturers in the north commissioned to repair army boots recovered from the front line.


For the next few years, Grandad and his two sons would be found crouched around tin bathtubs, the water murky red as they scrubbed mud and blood from those boots removed from the young soldiers who lay dead in the Flanders trenches.


At the end of the war, Foster’s had to start again from scratch. As the troops came home, Grandad and the family returned to their niche, producing hand-sewn sports footwear. Those runners who had turned from amateur to professional just to earn some money were allowed to revert back to amateur status. Some widened their running repertoire into different branches of the sport and Grandad immediately began to expand the Foster’s range to include even more specialist shoes, including hurdling shoes with spiked heels and cross-country pumps that had ankle straps and extra-short spikes.


Quite by accident, he discovered that these new cross-country shoes were ideal for football and rugby training too. He set about marketing them to top clubs up and down the country through newspaper ads and personal contacts. Within months, rugby league teams like Salford, Hull and Saint Helens were wearing Foster training shoes, along with Arsenal, Liverpool, Manchester United and nearly every other club in the top four divisions of English football.


This included Bolton Wanderers, one of the most famous football teams in the 1920s. They had helped bring the sporting spotlight to the area after the first-ever Wembley FA Cup final in 1923.


Here, an estimated crowd of over 200,000 crushed into the brand-new 126,000-capacity stadium. The image of a single policeman on a white horse controlling the overspilled crowds is iconic in FA Cup history.


Wanderers triumphed in the match, winning 2-0 against West Ham. They lifted the trophy again in 1926, beating Manchester City, and once more in 1929, with a 2-0 win over Portsmouth, making our local team the talk of the decade.


Like Bolton Wanderers, J. W. Foster & Sons was at the top of its game again and, for now, it seemed Grandad could do no wrong. He was the man with the Midas touch for leather.


At the 1920 Antwerp Olympics, Albert Hill finished first in both the 800 and 1,500 metres, and in 1924 Harold Abrahams and Eric Liddell boosted the Foster brand further, both winning gold in Paris. The latter two runners were later immortalised in the film Chariots of Fire, along with Lord Burghley, who won the 400-metre hurdles in the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics. And, of course, he did it in shoes hand-made at Grandad’s Deane Road factory.


Naturally, as was Grandad’s way, he made the most of the great publicity that these wins brought to his company, especially in the local press. His eldest son, Bill, was an excellent athlete himself, and well-known on the local running scene, not just as club champion but also through writing the athletics column in the Bolton Evening News.


Grandad made sure Bill never missed an opportunity to promote the family business. In one column, Bill wrote: ‘The Harriers are favoured in that they have Joe Foster to attend their shoes, for he will be able to not only advise as to the type of gear that is likely to be most suitable for the Castle Irwell and Crewe courses, and to provide such, and I would advise the lads to get the shoes they require now, and not leave such provision to the last possible minute.’ I don’t know how he got away with such blatant family business promotion, but he did, and his column ran for many years.


Female runners were also starting to make their mark in the international athletics world, and they too carried the name of Foster’s shoes with them. In 1932, Bolton United Harriers runner Ethel Johnson broke the 100-yard world record at the WAAA Championships, and the formidable Nellie Halstead smashed several records in Foster’s. She later became known as one of Britain’s greatest ever female athletes.


Grandad was one of the first in the industry to recognise and provide for this growing sector. As with many things, he was way ahead of his time. He was not to know, of course, but fifty years later the women’s sportswear market would be the source of unprecedented success for this shoemaking family. But before that, in 1933, it was a woman closer to home who became a major force in the evolution of Foster’s. After Grandad died suddenly of a heart attack, Grandma Maria, rather reluctantly, took over the running of the business.


At five foot two, what Maria lacked in authoritative height she more than made up for in fieriness. She would suffer no fools and made sure that the factory not only ran like clockwork but was also kept immaculately tidy. Her dedication to cleanliness had been exhibited in a rather unusual way some four years earlier. The body of Grandad Joe’s own dad, who’d died at the age of eighty-five, had been laid out in an open coffin in the Olympic Works for several days before his funeral. Every evening Maria took it upon herself to fastidiously dust him down, brushing off the leather dust that had settled on his body during the working day.


When not brushing down corpses or barking orders at J. W. Foster & Sons, Maria was overseeing the birth of first my brother Jeff, and then me, two years later, on 18 May 1935, the same date my grandad was born, and just eighteen months after he had died. Maria believed it was a message from her late husband and insisted, or rather commanded, my mum, Bessie, that my name would also be Joseph William, and, again, Joe for short. Nobody dared argue with her.


In the few hours when she was not naming children or toiling in the factory, Maria could be found easing the stress of business ownership sitting around a crate of Guinness with her friends at the Wheatsheaf pub. As those stresses grew, so did the alcohol consumption. She would often be found asleep outside her house, too drunk to navigate a way through the front door.


When not hungover, one of her most challenging roles at the factory had become keeping a lid on a simmering feud that was building up between her two sons, my dad, Jim, and his elder brother, Bill.


Dad saw the need for change in the factory. He wanted to reduce costs, to offer a range of lower-priced athletic shoes and boots. ‘Not everybody can afford a pair of “Foster’s hand-sewn”,’ he would argue. Bill, on the other hand, saw hand-sewn as the heritage, the foundations on which the Foster reputation was built, and he was damned if he was going to throw that away now. They were both right, which made their dispute so unresolvable, and Maria’s position as peacekeeper impossible.


Finally, Maria could take the strain no longer. Both sides were adamant about which way they wanted her to take the company and the business began to suffer. The harmony and efficiency that Maria had fought so hard to achieve had disintegrated. The mood in the Olympic Works began to nosedive and, with it, the profits.


Maria wanted out. She decided to relinquish control of Foster’s, but only on the proviso that Dad and Bill formed a limited company, each with an equal, 50 per cent ownership.


The result was two disparate companies united in name alone. Dad set up the machinery to produce his ‘Flyer’ machine-sewn running shoes in 59 Deane Road, while next door, at number 57, my uncle continued the hand-stitching of their ‘heritage’ range. Neither spoke to the other, except to fling the occasional insult on passing.


Although no longer the owner, Maria still kept herself busy in the factory, sweeping and mopping, anything so she could keep an eye on her sons and jump in when arguments started. Her presence remained the glue that held the two fragments together and, for a few more years at least, it held.










CHAPTER 3 Lessons in Survival



While Maria was just about managing to keep the peace at the Olympic Works, Britain went to war again in 1939. Ironically, it came at a time when the fortunes of J. W. Foster & Sons were on the rise due to more Olympic success.


C. B. Holmes, originally a member of Bolton United Harriers, had competed in the 1936 Berlin Games, an event marked by the brilliance of Jesse Owens on the track, and overshadowed by Adolf Hitler off it. Holmes wore special shoes made by Uncle Bill, which were so tight-fitting they could only be worn once. Jack Lovelock, a New Zealand runner who clocked a new world record in the 1,500 metres wearing Foster’s shoes, won Olympic gold in the German capital, which was festooned with Nazi symbols and swastikas.


These successes brought more business for my dad and Bill and eased the tension in the factory for a while. But it was only a temporary respite. The war clouds had gathered, and then, just three years after the Berlin Olympics, all hell broke loose.


As Foster’s were once again forced to repurpose in order to repair army boots, Dad wisely diversified into making sandals. Leather was scarce and this footwear needed very little material, just straps rather than complete uppers. This became a vital source of not only income, but coupons too, and coupons had become essential currency. They played a major part in how the company and our family managed to get through those incredibly difficult and tragic times.


Paradoxically for me, the war brought harmony.


In a blacked-out upstairs bedroom of a terraced house off Chorley New Road, my back warmed by my mum’s soft torso, I stood watching distant flames flickering through condensation on the windowpane as, outside, the air-raid sirens wailed. Although fascinated by the smouldering horizon, my eyes were drawn to a hazy reflection in the framed glass – a family huddled together, a cosy portrait of comfort, safety and belonging. In the picture, Mum pulled Jeff and me tightly together, her arms across our chests like safety belts. By her side, Dad enjoyed his moment of accepted patriarchy, quietly explaining why the German Luftwaffe were constantly bombing Manchester’s ship canal, docks and industrial estates, and how here in Bolton we were well out of danger. It was the closest I got to him reading bedtime stories, a rare occasion when I felt embraced in family unity.


Like all the homes in Hereford Road and the rest of Bolton, part of our back yard was commandeered to make room for an air-raid shelter. For Jeff and me, it was a cosy den where all the family huddled together when the almost nightly wail of the air-raid sirens began. There we would fall asleep on Mum or Dad’s lap, only to be wakened by the sounding of the intermittent all-clear, and, with half-closed eyes, Jeff and I would be carried back upstairs to our beds.


The happy family status quo was disrupted when Jeff and I returned home later than we should have one summer evening after kicking a ball up and down the cobbled lanes, only to be turned around at the door and bundled straight into a neighbour’s house. I wondered what we had done. Instead of the expected admonishment, we were fussed over and fed sweets and cakes until we could eat no more. And there we happily stayed for the next month, with Dad popping in now and then to pay money for our upkeep.


I never questioned why, and nobody bothered to explain. Jeff and I just accepted that it was an extended sleepover, and the chance for endless days of playing knock-a-door-run and street football without the usual rules and dictatorship of home life. In reality, the situation was rather more serious. Mum had contracted meningitis, her life teetering on the edge. Thankfully, she survived and our ‘holiday at the neighbour’s’ ended as abruptly as it had begun.


With Mum back from hospital, the wartime family harmony resumed, especially when a bomb flattened Punch Street close to the Olympic Works, shattering the Foster’s shop frontage facing onto Deane Road. Dad drove us the 6 miles from our house to the factory so we could look at the damage, our feet crunching on the shattered glass as workmen hammered wooden boards to the splintered window frames. Grandma Maria lived at the back of the factory and, after checking she was okay, Dad handed us a piece of shrapnel that he’d found in the workroom. Jeff and I gazed at it in awe. It was foreign, from a plane with guns, a plane that was now most certainly sitting on an airfield in Germany, about to take off and drop more bombs over Britain. If it hadn’t been shot down already by a heroic Spitfire pilot. The exciting scenarios in my imagination were innumerable.


Jeff and I gave this treasured gift pride of place in our shared bedroom. We stared at it every night as we lay in bed, arming our minds with dreams of adventure. I tried to picture the face of the German airman who’d released the bomb above our town, wondering if, as he’d looked through the rushing clouds from the plane’s underbelly, he had spied Dad’s factory and deliberately targeted it. I wondered if it was personal, if he somehow knew Mum, Dad, Grandma, Jeff and me – if he was specifically trying to kill us. Why would he do that? What had we done? What had I done? Maybe a spy on Deane Road had told him about our family? The questions ran and ran in my mind.


The only time I was actually close to danger was when a local RAF pilot decided to show off to his wife by buzzing the family home at low altitude. I was playing army with my best pal, Jack, using sticks to sniper-shoot neighbours and passers-by from around the corner of the local sweet shop. My stick was aimed at the head of the local priest as he stepped off the kerb, whistling tunefully as he came towards me. I curled my finger around the imaginary trigger, ignoring the buzzing sound that was growing in my head. The priest was nearly in range. The buzzing grew to a roar. I tightened my grip, pulled the trigger. The priest suddenly looked up, his face portraying sheer horror. For a moment I thought that by pure will and imagination I’d turned this thin piece of birch into a real rifle and actually shot him, that I had the power to do that.


‘Duck!’ screamed Jack over my shoulder. The priest threw himself to the floor as a black shadow engulfed the road, followed by the dragon-grey underbelly of a Tomahawk fighter so close it felt like my hair had been ruffled. The priest remained crouched, hands protecting his head, as we watched the plane skim across the top of the houses in the immediate vicinity, then plough into a roof two streets away. Tragically the pilot died, having first destroyed two houses and injured three terrified locals.


More awed than shocked, the reality of lives suddenly ending became more and more commonplace in my world, and not just during wartime.


After the war, football became an outlet for people to let off some steam, but the town of Bolton suffered a major tragedy in March 1946 when a human crush of spectators at Bolton Wanderers’ Burnden Park stadium resulted in the deaths of thirty-three fans and injuries to hundreds. At the time it was the biggest stadium-related disaster in Britain. Both of my parents were at that FA Cup tie, and luckily both escaped shocked but unscathed.


Subconsciously, a seed had been planted that the spectre of death was never far away, and if you wanted to do something there was no point in hanging around, you’d better just get on and do it.


Having said that, my childhood was very much like any other in the redbrick suburbia of Bolton. It was a time when front doors were left open and any stretch of tarmac was a football pitch. We had the freedom to play whatever, wherever and whenever… at least until our names were bellowed in the dark. Back then, playful creativity wasn’t stifled by the warnings of parents petrified by the social ills of today. Our imaginations held no bounds and, in our heads, anything was possible.


In the Scouts, too, often another bastion of communal conformity these days, we were allowed to flourish, to explore our capabilities beyond what would be considered convention, both physically and geographically.


Being in the Scouts was a fantastic source of enjoyment and comradeship for both me and Jeff while we were growing up. We now had a baby brother, John, born in 1948, but, being thirteen years younger than me, he was still an infant and not part of our play, social or activity group.


I remember one frosty week at the end of December spent hostelling in the Lake District with the St Margaret’s Church Scout troop. We were on a day-long mission to hike from Ambleside to Patterdale, via the Langdales, a series of five peaks cupping a U-shaped valley.


On a pleasant summer or spring day, it would be a moderately strenuous 10-mile trek. On a cold winter morning, with the wind bullying the falling snow into 4-foot drifts, it turned out to be a monstrous challenge.


After a late breakfast, our youthful Scout master, Skip, ushered me and four other bleary-eyed, junior adventurers from the cosy confines of Ambleside Youth Hostel, through the front door and into what was promising to become a blizzard.


The light of day could find no way through the slate sky. A single spotlight mounted high on the stone building cast a yellow pallor over the white-encrusted garden.


Waiting for our great leader to finish studying the map in the shelter of the hostel’s porch, our cherubic regiment of red-cheeked Scouts huddled together on the lawn, watching spirals of snowflakes dance in sporadic gusts before collapsing in showers of white sparks. Light-brown Scout jumpers, corduroy shorts and long socks pulled over our knees were our only physical defence against the wild elements. Mentally, we were already on the verge of submission before we had begun.


Suddenly Skip charged past like a cavalryman, arm extended towards the distant hills as if holding a sword. ‘This way!’ he bellowed above the howling wind. We followed dutifully, snaking a path behind him in the shin-deep snow. Within minutes our legs had numbed beyond the point of caring.


The path up the first hill had been completely obscured by the fresh fall, but, undeterred, Skip strode on, the map still flapping in his hand. We kept a tight line at first as we slowly ascended the frosted slopes, but as the wind thrashed our bare thighs with splinters of ice, the pace slowed even more and the gaps grew wider.


From up ahead, we heard a shout. Skip had suddenly sunk up to his shoulders in a concealed drift. We helped him out, then, rather belatedly I thought, were shown how to use the chin-high Scout poles we carried – standard kit for any intrepid Scout pioneer. We continued, poking at the ground in front as we walked, testing the depth of the snow to avoid the same fate and being swallowed whole into the jaws of winter.


Having reached the peak, a lot slower than anticipated, descending the other side was even more treacherous. What little daylight that had bothered to show up had already begun to dissipate by two in the afternoon as we edged down sheets of ice. Skip beckoned us to pick up the pace. This was not an environment we wanted to be in when night fell, he warned.


I focused all my efforts on each step down, angling my foot in different ways to find the most secure footing. After twenty minutes, my thighs and calves were burning with the effort. I stopped and glanced behind me to check on Brian, the youngest of our group. In the dim light, I could make out the silhouettes of bushes cloaked in smooth curves of white, and the black edges of stony crags that pierced the snow. But there was no sign of Brian.


I shouted ahead and we all retraced our steps back up the hill. A few minutes later a small voice from below cried out in the half-light. Brian had stood on a frozen stream and slid off-track into some rocks below. He was bruised and cut but, fortunately, nothing was broken.


Instead of heading straight to the hostel, we helped Brian hobble towards the lights of a farmhouse in the foothills. Inside, sipping from a mug of hot chocolate in front of a log fire, I stared into the flames as, behind me, the farmer’s wife ripped into Skip, admonishing him for risking our lives in such treacherous conditions. I felt sorry for him as he stood silent, berated in front of his troops. Skip was barely out of childhood himself. But I also knew the woman had a point. If I hadn’t looked back at that moment, we would have trudged on unaware and Brian’s predicament may have been a lot more serious.


With the withering words of the farmer’s wife following us out into the cold, we trudged the last 2 miles to our hostel. We’d been expected four hours earlier and mountain rescue had been put on standby. Again, Skip got it in the neck from both the hostel manager and a member of the rescue team, who had popped in to ‘offer a little advice’.


Until then, I’d had complete faith in our leader, trusting his age and ‘experience’ without question. Skip didn’t try to defend himself. I felt pity, but also began to question my blind faith in others’ ability. Skip had decided to proceed with the hike and lead us into a dangerous situation even though the sensible course of action would have been to stay inside. And, as expected within the Scouts, the army and all regimented institutions, we, the troops, were expected to follow orders without question, even if that entailed risk to our lives.


I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a moment of change, when something shifted in my mind. My fate, my life, was my own. I was in charge of my destiny, and I was the only one I should trust to make decisions that were right for me.


In later years, as my glands delivered a heady dose of testosterone and my body veered towards manhood, decisions were governed by hormones, not logic. My time was torn between a primal urge to chase girls and my love of sport. No, not running. I had long since decided that pushing your legs beyond their limits, to the point where you involuntarily threw up, held little appeal.


Unless you had a genetic predisposition to fleetness, there came a point where you would hit that wall, and there was nothing you could do. Yes, you could have the advantage of running in the greatest shoes on earth, and that would buy you time – literally. But on a level playing field, with such vantages neutralised, running was a sport where DNA would ultimately be the deciding factor, and if you didn’t possess the right genes, there was nothing you could do about it. Past experience told me that nobody was interested in a loser, so why continue with a pastime that led to such self-labelling?


My sport of choice had become badminton, a game more suited to my genetic makeup. It requires short bursts of energy, extreme agility, fast reflexes (both physical and mental) and, just like in business, an ability to quickly analyse and formulate a tactical game plan while simultaneously coping with pressure. It was a game I could win, and often did.


Conveniently, my parish church provided all I needed to satisfy both elements of my adolescence. It was the epicentre of evening and weekend activities, first at Scouts or on St Margaret’s badminton courts, and later in the parish hall, where the telescopic eyes of Canon Kiddell and his collared wingmen guarded over our souls while we eyed girls on the dance floor.


After my friends and I had been rebuffed by all the romantic possibilities in our own parish, we moved further afield, weighing up our chances at the town hall and the local Palais dance hall. It was here I met Jean. Her smile was the first thing that caught my eye from across the dance floor. It radiated genuine warmth, not like all the other wallflowers with grins manufactured simply to lure the most dance invitations that night. Naturally, her Elizabeth Taylor movie-star curves helped too. I was also gladdened by her chattiness. I was shy, an introvert, so her propensity to talk perfectly matched my preference to listen.


I was seventeen, Jean sixteen, and our romance blossomed the way of many new amours of that age. We spent as much time together as possible, both in our social group and alone, showering each other with so much love and support that eventually we melded into one. She was my other half, and I hers, and at the time there was no way we could foresee it ending.










CHAPTER 4 Taking My Place



Around the same time as I fell in love with Jean, I dutifully took my place in the Foster family business. I was to be paid ten pounds, five shillings and sixpence for a forty-hour week, a standard wage for production-line labour.


On the first day in Deane Road, my dad handed me a clicking knife, a curved blade used to cut out patterns of shoe uppers. I was positioned in front of a stack of 8-square-foot, wafer-thin calfskins, given a very brief lesson by Jeff, and told to get on with it. I’d watched Dad and Bill carry out the same task for many years, so it was nothing new or challenging, but I made it more interesting by seeing how many uppers I could produce in one hour.


For the lightest premium running shoes, we would use kangaroo instead of calfskin. It wasn’t the cheapest option but it was by far the strongest and most popular leather available, weight for weight. Other skins would be priced down if they had blemishes like tick marks, barbed-wire scratches or other wound scars, but these discounts didn’t apply to kangaroo skin, which was usually so badly scarred it was just considered a feature of the leather.


There was little heating in the factory. My dad, Jeff and the other workers were constantly trying to warm their hands by blowing on them, tucking them in their armpits or holding them outstretched over an open fire glowing in the middle of the work floor. I was the only one spoilt by Grandma Maria. I was the chosen one, a living connection to her late husband. Maybe she saw me as a reincarnation of my grandad. Whatever the reason, I wasn’t complaining. Several times a day she would stoke the fireplace in my workroom with coals and bring me pint mugs of steaming-hot milk. Cupping my hands round the chipped ceramic helped counter the numbness brought on by the cold wind that blew in from where the window frame was coming away from the brickwork.


Grandmother’s fussing apart, I worked in isolation and relative silence. The only soundtrack was from the click of cold steel on leather as I turned the stubby knife blade at the end of each cut, accompanied by the occasional hum of sewing machines operated by two ladies in the room across the staircase, or the cheery whistling from my brother in the production area below.


Jeff had already been in the business for four years. After mastering the art of sewing the uppers, he had been ‘promoted’ to working the machines in the shoe-assembly process. He knew how to operate all of the machinery, except the Blake sole-sewing machine. This was held in almost sacred reverence by Dad, and for years nobody else was allowed to go near it. ‘It’s a temperamental beast and a bugger to fix,’ he would warn, which made me want to use it all the more.


When Dad wasn’t in the factory, I would practise using the Blake. I held the upturned shoe steady on a ‘horn’ as a needle punched down from above, stitching a path around a sole that had been temporarily glued to the upper. The speed of the needle was controlled by pedals. The skill was in the ability to accurately steer the needle at a fast speed, but only my dad could operate it at maximum velocity without punching errant holes throughout the sole. Running shoes have a very narrow sole around the heel, so for the uninitiated like me, ‘crashing off the track’ was a regular occurrence. Having peppered my first few attempts with unwanted holes, I plugged the perforations with a wax filler and hoped my dad never noticed.


It’s been on my mind for quite some time now, so I’d like to take this opportunity to apologise to the dozens of customers in the early 1950s who were left scratching their heads at all those mysterious holes that appeared in their Foster’s running pumps when the filler wore off. If it’s any consolation, and you still have them, those shoes are probably worth a fortune on eBay now – faulty Foster’s badly sewn by the future founder of Reebok!


I did get better on the Blake eventually, but just as I was becoming accustomed to all the various aspects of life in a shoe factory, my apprenticeship was cut short. I was snatched away from everything I had known for eighteen years and thrust into the cold world of square-bashing discipline thanks to national service conscription.


Along with losing the comfort of family and friends, my one-year relationship with Jean was also severed. We, or rather I, decided that it would be mission impossible to maintain a long-distance relationship. I neglected to mention that another conscript friend had warned me that while on national service I’d be surrounded by WRAFs, members of the Women’s Royal Air Force.


On 3 September 1953, four months after I’d turned eighteen, I caught the train to Bedford, where, along with ten other conscripts, I was transported in the back of a ‘gharry’ (a lorry with a canvas cover on the back) to the RAF Cardington Reception Unit for initial kitting out, medical checks and jabs.


I opted to train as a radar operator and was posted to RAF Bawdsey in Suffolk. But first, like all conscripts, eight weeks of initial training were obligatory to ‘knock us into shape’. This highly regimented period at Padgate near Warrington involved ludicrously early mornings, lots of pointless marching, and plenty of menial tasks like cleaning floors and polishing boots. In essence, it was all about learning self-discipline, time management and hard work, traits that would hold me in good stead later.


I’d been forearmed for this during my time in the Scouts, when I’d spent weekends away with my troop. So, by the time we were ready to move to our postings, I was in much better shape mentally than many in my group, who were feeling homesick and in shock at having to endure such a disciplined environment.


Parents were invited to the passing-out parade. Mum came, Dad didn’t. I hadn’t expected him to as it was a working day, but I did note the number of other fathers who attended, having managed to take time off for the occasion.
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