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Introduction  
The need for period looking functional shoes trips up many of our 

members and causes unnecessary stress for our friends.  Although it is 

my firm belief that footwear should be among the last concerns new 

members worry about, I still endeavor to provide strategies to ease 

this concern.  The intention of this class is to provide members with a 

process to create a functional pair of period looking shoes for around 

$20 in materials. Its intended audience is not those who have great 

skill in leatherworking, or those who are pursuing the fun associated 

with the most period correct approach to leather working.  

 

Overview 
The production of footwear could be an enjoyable task for those of our ranks who enjoy cobbling and 

leatherworking.  Others may simply wish for a simple solution to produce functional shoes within the reach of 

their financial means and skill level.  The project that led to these patterns was to create a shoe that could be made 

by someone who has extremely limited leatherworking skills and a basic or rudimentary understanding of how to 

use a normal commercially available sewing machine. 

 

In our group we often talk about the difference in wanting a period process (where the fun comes from making a 

thing) or a period product (where the fun comes from having the thing).  In some of our A&S pursuits we simply 

want the result, not the experience.  If you are wanting the period experience, this is the wrong class. However, 

this class can be viewed as stepping stones toward a more accurate shoe by way of making more simplified shoes 

first that are still wearable until you make your more accurate shoe 

later.  This supports the idea of self-paced personal growth and 

learning and continual personal improvement at a sustainable rate.   

 

Very nice shoes can be obtained from some of our merchants.  Some 

of our members may wish to pursue a more inexpensive option or 

simply one that they have made themselves.  The shoes we have 

generated using this process generally fall around a $20 price point.  

 

The patterns are generated easily using a sock and tape then 

transferring to paper.  The design of the shoes can be modified to 

produce a variety of variations on a theme. 

 

One of the greater advantages of the simplified process is that before the hand stitching is begun, the fit of the 

shoe can be checked.  After the shoe has been checked for fit, the hand stitching for strength is made easier by the 

fact that the shoes are in held in their final shape.  This makes the production of a pair of matching shoes easier as 

well.  The benefits also include that if a more simplified shoe made with a pattern fits, then a later more advanced 

shoe made from the same pattern should fit.  

mailto:Vincent.devere.calontir@gmail.com
http://www.starsandgarters.org/


Limitations 
Even the simplified shoes these produce are at least period appearing.  

I feel they easily pass a basic glance.  There are a limited number of 

variations of designs that work for this manner of construction.  They 

are of limited strength, but our members have gotten a good deal of 

use out of the ones they have made.  (Even the earliest ones are going 

strong in 2022) 

 

Tools 
 Sewing machine   

 Awl 

 Leather needle or larger sewing needle 

 Hobby knife/ utility knife 

 Utility scissors 

 For molded round toed shoes: 

o Shoe lasts/forms – we used modern wooden shoe stretchers  

o Plywood form that is cut in the shape of the sole 

 

Materials 
 Socks for patterning 

 Waxed thread, artificial sinew (easily found on Amazon or Tandy) 

 Regular sewing thread 

 Duct tape for patterning 

 Cardboard for sole patterning 

 Paper for patterning.  

 Chrome tanned or oak tanned leather for shoe uppers  

o (3-4oz or 1.2-1.6 mm) 

 Oak tanned leather for soles  

o (5-6oz or 2-2.5 mm)  

 Buckles (optional depending on design) 

 Tread for bottoms of shoes (optional but recommended) 

 Glue for tread (various contact cements) 

 

The Shoe Variations 
A variety of different styles of shoes have been made with these same basic processes and even patterns.   

 

The easiest and arguable least historically accurate are the once made with chrome tanned leather uppers and 

formed without any stretching.  We have created a variety of variations with these and they can take just a few 

hours to make.   

 

One additional step to this process and you can create a shoe that is reminiscent to several extant examples found.  

This is done by switching out the upper with oak/veg tanned leather and stretching them into shape using our 

substitute shoe lasts –the shoe stretchers.  

 

The slightly more challenging variation of the same patterns described above can also yield a more accurate turn 

shoe.  This was done using the same pattern as the non-turn shoe that fit the user, was made with veg tanned 



leather and was stitched in the more traditional technique inside out before being turned right side out.   

 

In the following description the beginner/simplified shoe process will be described in detail and then the 

variations will be covered by describing how they differ from the more simplified shoe.  

 

The Simplified Shoe 
The uppers of the shoes are made with easily available and easy to 

sew chrome tanned leather, although this is not a period choice for 

construction materials. The uppers I have made have been constructed 

using 1-1.6 mm thick leather.  The soles of the shoes are made with 

oak tanned leather of at least 2 mm thick.  Too thick and the sewing 

machine cannot attach the upper to the sole.   

 

Patterning 
The pattern it generated by placing a disposable sock on the foot.  The shape of the sole is traced out on the 

cardboard and is cut out. 

 
 

The victim places their foot on the cardboard sole and tape is wrapped around the foot to take the shape of the 

leather.  Layers are added until there is enough tape to make a stable pattern. 

 

 
 



The shape of the desired shoe is drawn onto the tape as the 

pattern is on the foot.  The pattern is cut off preferably 

using the location of the seams that will be on the final 

shoe.  The sole is cut from the upper and the upper is 

flattened out on paper.  This needs to happen quickly 

because the tape will want to pull in on itself and shrink. 

Add about 7 mm (1/4 in) around the bottom of the upper 

pattern where it will connect to the sole.  This allows for 

stitching through a double layer of the chrome tanned 

leather in order to reinforce this seam.  Mark the top and 

bottom of all the pieces of the pattern so that a left and a 

right can be created from them.    

 

A semi-circular section of 

leather can be attached to 

the heal area of the upper 

to reinforce this space.  I 

have done this both with a 

separate section of oak 

tanned leather as well as an 

extra semicircle added to 

the upper that is then 

folded in place.  

 

 

 

 

Initial Stitching 
The first step in assembly for the chrome tanned leather is to fold over 

the 7mm of added leather around the bottom edge of the upper.  This is 

machine stitched to keep it folded for attachment to the sole.  The 

upper is then attached to the sole with starting with the heal and then 

the front starting from the toe and working around one side and then 

the other towards the back of the shoe.  Be sure the set the stitch length 

very wide.  Any stitches set too close to each other will merely work to 

perforate the leather and make it rip apart easier. 

 

With the upper attached to the sole with regular sewing thread it is not 

strong enough to wear around but it is strong enough to try the shoe on 

to check for size and fit.  This is one of the greatest advantages of this 

technique.  Before a great deal of investment of time is put into the 

shoes, the pattern can be checked. 

 



Hand Stitched Reinforcement  
If the shoe is sized correctly then the reinforcement hand stitching can 

then be added.  The stitching can be done by punching holes with an 

awl or by using a leather needle.  I generally start at the toe and work 

my way around the shoe.    

 

After the sole/upper seam is completed then the stitches along the 

sides of the shoes can be put in place as well as addition of any 

buckles or ties.  Additional stitching, such as around the heal 

reinforcement, can then be completed 

 

Tread and Finishing 
Although optional, I highly recommend the addition of tread to the 

shoe.    We have a local supplier in Kansas City for buying this, but it 

is also available on Amazon.  I prefer the Cherry Vibrum for heavier 

duty application and the thinner sole material for the more indoor 

slippers and lighter duty shoes. 

 

We usually attach the treat 

by use of contact cement.  The tread is cut out slightly larger than the 

shoe to allow for easier alignment when gluing.  The glue is applied 

to both surfaces and allowed to dry as per the glue instructions.  The 

surfaces are then pushed together and we use spring clamps to 

squeeze them in good contact around the edges.  Alternatively the 

shoes can be pressed between boards to push the surfaces together.   

   

 

Concerns with using a Sewing Machine: 
 It's not period, but neither is sewing the rest of my historic clothing on my sewing machine, but the 

strength comes from the hand sewn reinforcements.  

 The machine stitches can rip through some leather at stress points due to the thin nature of the thread 

being used.  One must be careful when trying on the shoes.   

 In cases of problems with material advancement, any repetitive stitches that are too close to each other 

result in cutting of the leather rather than stitching of the leather.  There really isn't much option to reverse 

and try to stitch it again, as one does with cloth. So making the correct stitch the first time is of greater 

importance.   

 There are some locations on the shoe where it is very difficult to feed the leather through and achieve a 

stitch.  These points can be hand stitched if need be. 

 Your fingers end up being right next to the needle while stitching.  One should exercise caution. I hear 

stitching through your fingertip is unpleasant. On some occasions I have removed the foot to allow even 

closer access to the needle.  I would suggest you not do that. 

 There really isn't a way to pin the leather layers together prior to sewing.  This is not an issue for me as I 

rarely pin anything when I sew, I just generally rely on reference marks for alignment.  

 



The Variations 
Shoe decorations 
They're a couple different methods of shoe decoration that can actually be 

successfully applied to some of the shoes constructed in this manner. These are 

decoration techniques that have many surviving extant examples that go far back 

in history and have examples in a number of museums demonstrating how 

common these variations were. 

 

Scratched patterns 
One of the easiest ways to decorate the shoes are with patterns or images scratched into the surface of the leather. 

We believe that this is best done with the veg tan leather variations. Pieces of several surviving shoes showing 

geometric patterns as well as pictorial representations can be inspiration 

for your own design. The scratching orange scribing into the surface of the 

shoe can easily be done with an awl, a needle, or any number of other 

sharp implements. 

 

Punched shoes 
Several of the examples shown in this class include shoes decorated with 

punched out patterns. Examples of shoes with punched or cut patterns 

stretch far back into human history and many surviving examples or 

fragments can be used for inspiration. A simple set of shaped punches for 

decorating the shoes seen in this handout were acquired from Amazon for 

less than $30.  

To punch the patterns easily into the shoe uppers so that they match you can place the uppers for the left and right 

shoe together so that the finished surface is in contact. Sketch the design onto the back of the leather and punch 

through both pieces of leather at the same time. The relatively complex examples seen in this handout represent 

between 30 minutes and 1 hour of additional work on top of the time it takes to make the shoe. This method of 

decorating the shoes has been successfully applied to both veg tan leather and chrome tan leather. 

 

Molded Veg Tan Upper 
To construct a molded foot upper you will need a shoe last or, in the case of how 

we proceeded, a commercially available shoe stretcher to form the leather 

round. You will also need some way to stretch and clamp the leather into place 

as it dries. We did this by cutting out the shape of the shoe from plywood and 

clamping it to another board. 

 

If you are trying for the round toe 

molded variation of this process, then 

more than ¼ in will need to be added 

as this is the excess that is used by the 

plywood clamp to stretch the leather 

into shape. The leather is soaked in 

warm water, pulled over the form, 

clamped and allowed to dry 

completely.  This will now hold its 

shape.   

 

The flat part of the form that was clamped between the leather can then be trimmed to leave a 7mm (1/4in) lip to 



be stitched to the sole.   

 

After sewing the shoe together it is best to apply some oils or leather treatment to replace some of those lost in the 

soaking of the leather.  This will aid in preventing the leather from becoming too dried out and brittle.  

 

 

Turn Shoe from the Same Pattern 
More recently pairs of turn shoes were constructed utilizing the 

same patterns as the other shoes made with this process. This 

project was time to an attempt to create a higher end wardrobe for a 

special event. 

The same basic low shoe pattern was used as the more simplified 

non-turn shoe 

pattern. In this case 

the shoes were hand 

stitched together 

without the use of 

the machine stitching. The stitching was done with the shoe turned 

inside out like normal turn shoe construction, and the stitching was 

started at the toe working back around towards the heel. 

 

As with normal turn shoes,  once the stitching was done the shoe 

was turned inside out. Shoes has sewn we're very close to fitting 

and we're only slightly tight. The old shoe fitting technique of 

soaking the shoes in warm water and wearing them walking around 

until they were dry was used to stretch them into shape. After they were stretched to shape, leather die was 

applied and allowed to completely dry before then 

adding mink oil to help preserve the leather. Shoe 

tread was glued to the bottom for safety and the 

shoes were complete. 

 

Conclusion  
There are many ways to make shoes.  There are 

many ways to make shoes for recreation.  There 

were many ways used to make shoes through 

history.  This is a way to make shoes that has 

worked for us.   

 

It is probably worth stating that this seemed like a 

very natural progression of making shoes, starting with a simplified version of a shoe that gave quick easy results 

that worked, moving through slightly more complex variations of the same style of construction and then ending 

with a fairly historically accurate shoe by altering the techniques and materials over time and gaining experience 

along the way. 

 

In case anyone needs the reminder, be they new or well versed in the Society . . . It is far better to be 

here in bad shoes or imperfect historic clothing then to not be 

participating with us.  All it says is An Attempt at historic clothing, 



not Perfect historic clothing. 

 

 


