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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.
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