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Introduction
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WHAT ARE CHUCKS? If you have never owned a pair, you may be asking this question. “Chucks” is the popular slang term for the Converse Chuck Taylor All Star basketball shoe, the world’s most enduring and popular athletic footwear. People who are dedicated to wearing chucks never just call them sneakers; chucks have always been a step apart from common or generic athletic shoes.
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The anatomy of a pair of high-top chucks.

The basic design of a typical pair of high-top chucks is simple yet brilliant. You start with two rubber outer soles with a unique pattern of lines and diamonds underneath half-moon toe caps, attach two-layer canvas uppers and a tongue to each outer sole, add a spongy rubber and fabric insole, and then connect them all together with a white outer wrap accented with colored piping and a toe guard with more embedded diamonds and lines. Each shoe has seven, eight, or nine pairs of metal eyelets that are used to hold the flat, stretchable shoelaces, plus two on the inside for “ventilation.” The shoes are completed with double rows of stitching along the edges, below the eyelets, and up the back, and ankle support is provided by a third piece of canvas. A circular patch made of thin rubber containing a bright blue star, the words “Converse All Star,” and the signature of Chuck Taylor is glued to the inside ankle point of each shoe. A heel patch on the back of each shoe has a star set between the words “All” and “Star.” Their intricate geometric patterns and shapes, durability and functionality, and sleek modern look make your pair of chucks a perfect example of the Art Deco style that was fashionable in America and Europe at the time chucks were first designed and manufactured.

Chucks are an American classic; they are recognized around the world. A pair of chucks is housed in the Smithsonian, but the shoes are also still worn by millions of people who consider them to be contemporary fashion. First sold in 1917, the shoes evolved to their present look over the next several decades. During this time, three main models—an all-black canvas high-top, a 1936 Olympics–inspired white high-top with red and blue trim, and an all-black leather high-top—were manufactured. After World War II, the black canvas shoes were changed from their monochrome design to the present black-and-white look, which features white laces, toe caps, and outer wraps in contrast to the black canvas uppers. By 1948, All Stars had the same appearance as the core high-top models produced today. In 1957, the low-cut All Star oxford model was introduced.
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1936 Converse ad for Chuck Taylor All Stars.

In their first five decades, Converse All Stars became established as the premier model of basketball shoe, extensively promoted by a man named Charles Chuck Taylor. Taylor was a skilled basketball player, clinician, and coach who made some significant design changes to the shoes after he came to work for Converse in 1921. Taylor was rewarded for his efforts in the 1930s when his name was added to the product and his signature was placed on its ankle patch. The 1940s, ‘50s, and ‘60s were the glory years for the Converse Chuck Taylor All Star. Almost all high school, college, and professional teams wore Converse Olympic white, black leather, or black canvas basketball shoes.
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Charles “Chuck” Taylor around the time of his induction into the Basketball Hall of Fame.

In 1969, Taylor was inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame, and later that year he passed away from a heart attack. Maybe this was a premonition of the dramatic changes that were coming to the athletic shoe industry. In the 1970s, competition from new companies such as Nike, Reebok, and adidas made inroads into the dominance of the Converse Company. Without the tireless salesmanship of Chuck Taylor, the company lost market share to its competitors and their new technological high-performance innovations. Basketball teams stopped wearing Converse shoes in favor of other brands. As a result, the role of the Chuck Taylor All Star began to evolve. In the last three decades of the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first century, chucks have been known more as a leisure and lifestyle shoe, now available in hundreds of different colors and patterns and in high-top, low-cut, slip-on, and knee-high styles.

Chucks are a true unisex shoe; they have always been a basketball shoe for women as well as men. These days, chucks are equally popular among men and women as a fashion statement. Liana Aghajanian, a young newspaper reporter, once described chucks to me as “the great unifier.” From film celebrities to the kid next door, business professionals to musicians in rock bands, guys in college to teenage girls who cruise the mall looking for the latest models, chucks are proudly worn by people from many different age groups and demographic categories. What they have in common is their love and affection for the comfort and look of these shoes, along with their desire to wear them as much as possible.
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Christmas card snapshot for the Tom Andrews family.
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Corporate IT team for SWCA wearing their chucks.

After starting The ChucksConnection (www.chucksconnection.com), a website for enthusiasts of the Chuck Taylor shoe to exchange photographs and information, I discovered that there was a lot more to the story of the Converse Chuck Taylor All Star than people lacing up different models. Chucks are a phenomenon in our society and have had a cultural impact that has been noted in our visual and print media. They have influenced fashion, music, and sports in America and throughout the world. As our information about chucks has expanded, thanks to the contributions of many devoted chucks fans throughout the world, these subjects have become well documented on The ChucksConnection website. Throughout this book, conclusions from this research will be presented.
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The ChucksConnection home page

An excellent illustration of the impact of chucks on our society was seen in January 2001, when the management of Converse declared bankruptcy and it looked as though the end was near for the Chuck Taylor shoe. Newspapers and magazines were flooded with articles lamenting the loss of this great cultural icon, and there was a run on the remaining stock in stores. Although the bankruptcy did result in the loss of “Made in USA” chucks, the Converse and Chuck Taylor brand names were too well established for someone else not to seize the opportunity and reorganize the company. Under new management, emphasis was placed on replenishing the supply of Converse’s premier product, the Chuck Taylor All Star, in its core models and seasonal variations. Since then, chucks have become more popular than ever and now have a significant impact on the bottom line of the company’s current owners—Nike, Inc.

Where did the word “chucks” come from? “Chucks” has been a slang word in the English vernacular for hundreds of years and has had many different meanings. In the past three decades, a new meaning for “chucks” has emerged: a noun denoting a pair of Chuck Taylor shoes. This term has been used in published articles, has become a common word in everyday conversation, and has been listed in reference works such as Jonathan Green’s The Dictionary of Contemporary Slang. At The ChucksConnection, we believe that the term first came into general usage in the early 1970s, when athletic shoes became popular daily footwear in all segments of society, not just for athletes or kids. There were no longer just all-purpose tennis or basketball shoes. Now there were special athletic shoes designed and marketed for different activities like running and training, along with shoes specifically designed for sports like football, soccer, baseball, and basketball.

With the arrival of many competing models from Nike, Reebok, and adidas, Converse had to react and started coming up with new shoe designs like the Dr. J leather basketball shoe. Up until then, you could use “Converse” or “Cons” to describe Chuck Taylor shoes, and everyone would know what you were talking about. With many models to choose from, and with the public becoming so “sneaker-aware,” different names began to emerge to describe popular models. The companies all used endorsements to market the newer shoes, and these names were associated with that product, often in a shortened or abbreviated form. In those days, people who continued to wear original Chuck Taylor shoes didn’t have a highly paid celebrity endorser, but being a loyal lot, they just started using the term “chucks” to describe their favorite shoes, after the shoes’ now-deceased designer.
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Sage Fulton stocking boxes of Chuck Taylor shoes.

Interestingly, Converse never has used the word “chucks” as a product name for Chuck Taylor shoes. They have always been sold as Converse All Star basketball or athletic shoes. Sometimes you see the words “Chuck Taylor” or “CT” on the boxes, but most models just say “Converse All Star.” In just the last couple of years, Converse has started to use the word “Chuck” in some of their advertising copy, but not as a product name. The company took out a trademark on the word “Chucks” about twenty years ago, but that was for a line of clothing products that was only offered for a short time. Furthermore, the correct use of a trademark is as an adjective, not a noun. To enforce such a trademark as a noun would require constant advertising and promotion to keep it in the public mind. Just ask the Coca-Cola Company how much they spend a year reinforcing the idea that “Coke” is a noun that refers to their soft drink product.

So the word “chucks” is really the people’s word for these canvas shoes. In recent decades, public usage of the word “chucks” as a noun referring to a pair of original Chuck Taylor shoes has continued to increase globally and independently, in conversations, and in the media. These days, when you talk about your chucks, most people already understand what you are talking about. If they don’t, just point to your shoes!

One final note about the spelling of the word “chucks”: it doesn’t need to be capitalized. A lot of people do when they write the word, maybe out of respect for Chuck Taylor, but “Chuck” is his nickname, not “Chucks.” If it’s meant to be possessive, as in “Chuck’s shoes,” where is the apostrophe and the second word? It’s not the formal product name, either. The word “chucks” is slang for a pair of shoes. Since that is not a proper name, the word isn’t capitalized here or on The ChucksConnection website.
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Just point to your shoes!

This is the second edition of Chucks! The Phenomenon of Converse: Chuck Taylor All Stars. Since the first edition in 2007, there have been many new models of chucks, significant changes in the way chucks are marketed, and a continued presence in the media and the everyday lives of the millions of people worldwide who wear chucks. These trends will be explored in this updated chucks story.
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chapter one

Phenomenal Fans
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PEOPLE WHO WEAR chucks come from all segments of society. Chucks are regularly worn by people of all ages, by celebrities and regular folk, and by people with all types of occupations and interests. If you look around, you see chucks on the feet of the rich, the middle class, and the poor. Chucks are daily footwear for men, women, boys, and girls. Chuck Taylor shoes have been worn by millions of people from different backgrounds and ethnicities. High school, college, and professional basketball players wore them on the court for over fifty years. Baby boomers wore them as kids and continue to wear them as adults. Chucks have been a favorite shoe of musicians in bands for decades. Chucks are worn by our newer generations to make a fashion statement. Chucks are the shoes of people advocating alternative lifestyles and the shoes of mainstream America.
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Chucks are worn by all types of people.

At least 60 percent of all Americans own at least one pair of chucks in their lifetime. There have been more than nine hundred million pairs sold, making chucks the number one athletic shoe in America. They were one of the first mass-produced athletic shoes and have been continuously manufactured since 1917. Today, thousands of pairs of chucks are sold each week worldwide. Soon they will be like McDonald’s, advertising over one billion sold. The amazing thing about chucks is that this simple shoe continues to appeal to each generation, and the fan base of dedicated chucks wearers continues to increase. People who like chucks show an unparalleled loyalty to the product, a fact that is especially remarkable when you list all of the possible footwear choices these days and the lack of mainstream advertising by Converse. It’s no accident that one of Converse’s advertising slogans for the Chuck Taylor All Star was “Stay True.”
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Some of the millions of chucks.

Insiders and Outsiders

ONE OF THE IRONIES you discover when examining the history of chucks is that they have been the favored athletic shoe for both “insiders” and “outsiders.” During their first fifty years, chucks were recognized as the premier basketball shoe, sought after by top players and those who aspired to be the best. Owning a pair of chucks was a special moment in a young athlete’s life—you had arrived, and your “limousines for the feet” were worn with pride. There are many stories about young boys scheming to get a pair of real Converse chucks, and of how disappointed they would be if they had to settle for “buddies” or any other second-rate “wannabe” pair of cheaper basketball shoes. It was a big deal to get together the money for a pair of chucks, when you could buy a competitor’s sneaker for half the cost.
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College basketball game from the 1960s.

Then in the 1970s, when basketball players and teams started gravitating away from wearing chucks, the shoes started being popular with the counterculture, especially among rock musicians and other people who wanted to show that they weren’t part of the establishment. Matt Chittum described it best: “They were a symbol of membership in the brotherhood of counterculture, a vulcanized heel with which to mash the penny-loafered toe of convention.” Chucks were now available in a rainbow of colors and patterns, allowing for a wide variety of individualized looks. Best of all, chucks were a shoe that would wear well and look cool even when worn to tatters. Because the design of chucks hadn’t changed, their price remained stable while the prices of high-performance athletic shoes skyrocketed. This had great appeal to students and others with limited incomes, and now part of the allure of chucks was their low price.

Chucks Make a Fashion Statement

THESE DAYS, WEARING chucks can represent about just anything you want. If you want the classic look (still the bestseller), wear a pair of black high-tops or low-cuts. If you want to adopt the hip-hop look, wear a pair of two- or three-color foldovers. If you want to make a political statement, wear a pair of John Lennon “peace,” American flag, or democracy chucks. If you want to support the military, wear a pair of camouflage chucks. If you want to get people’s attention, wear a pair of red, orange, or bright green chucks. If you want to dress conservatively, wear black monochrome chucks. If you like the well-worn grunge look, wear a pair of “distressed” or “rummage” chucks. People who like wearing chucks usually start with one favorite pair in a certain color, but with so many core and seasonal models available to choose from, your typical chucks enthusiast soon acquires several pairs and gets into “wearing the colors.”
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Collage of different models, including black core, camouflage, peace, flag, comic print, monochrome black, and seasonal colors.

In the past fifteen years, chucks have made inroads in the fashion industry. Once dismissed as a low-fashion shoe for kids or out-of-touch adults, the Chuck Taylor All Star is now recognized as a shoe that will lighten up your look, give you some “rock star” credibility, and allow you to mix formal wear with casual wear for an interesting balance of high and low fashion. This new view among fashion insiders and celebrities who follow popular trends is part of the reason that you see so many more young women and teenaged girls wearing chucks now.

For those who wear chucks as their main shoe of choice, any occasion is an appropriate one for wearing chucks and every type of clothing looks good with chucks. You see them worn at symphony concerts and theatrical productions, by wedding parties and at senior proms, at church services and funerals. You see them worn in the classroom by both teachers and students, out in the country by those hiking nature trails and wading streams, by people playing all kinds of sports or just walking. You see them worn with business suits and tuxedos, with khaki pants and polo shirts, with shorts and sweatshirts, with ragged jeans and torn T-shirts.
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Tom DeLonge from Blink-182 wearing black low-cut chucks.
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Newspaper supplement ad showing fashion for juniors and young girls.
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Couple dressed up in chucks.

Why do Chucks Wearers Remain Loyal?

AT THE CHUCKSCONNECTION, we hear from many long-time wearers of chucks. When you ask them why they continue to wear them, you get comments like, “Chuck Taylors are the best shoes in the world,” “They are the coolest shoe style ever,” “I like the look of high-top chucks,” “They’re lightweight shoes that breathe well,” “I will wear chucks as long as they are made,” and “You instantly have something in common with others who wear chucks, and we all notice each other.” Stores that sell chucks are aware of this brand loyalty. As Doug Plocki, a shoe store employee commented, “The people who come in to buy them are usually the ones who have a pair already on.”

Dedicated fans are aware of the life cycle that each pair of chucks goes through. Going through the various stages of wear is part of the pleasure of wearing chucks. When you first lace up a brand-new pair, the laces, toe guards, toe caps, and outer wrap are a pristine white in color. As a pair begins to age through wear, the laces start to darken from daily exposure to dirt and the color of the canvas uppers. The toe caps and outer wrap begin to lose their bright sheen and pick up dirt stains. The diamond patterns on the outer soles start wearing down to flat squares, and the insoles conform to the shape of your feet. In a few months, when the shoes are fully broken in, the canvas uppers are barely noticeable on your feet, the laces have creased and marked corners where the laces meet the eyelets, and the inner canvas starts to wear in places. On the rubber parts of the shoe, the diamonds and lines on the toe guards start to wear down to a smooth surface, the outer soles show wear places on the lines, and the diamonds are pretty much worn down to solid square blocks. For some people, this is the time to start thinking about getting another pair; for others, this pair of chucks is just starting to reach the glory days of its grunge look. Depending on how you treat them, and how often you wear them, pairs of chucks can last six months to a year, and even multiple years. When a pair of chucks has reached the end of its daily-wear life, it often has a second life, because most people will keep their used chucks around “in case of emergency” or because a well-worn pair is a souvenir of good times in the past. Old pairs are also great for yard work, painting, river rafting, or other activities where you don’t want to mess up a new pair.
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