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Thanks to Jeremy Atkinson, the clogmaker, for giving me my first glimpse into the life of a shoemaker. His dedication to his craft and openness in sharing his knowledge set an example I hope to follow.
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Introduction to Sandalmaking


I came to sandalmaking by accident. In 2009, a small fire in my apartment in San Francisco burned all the shoes and clothes in my closet. As I was sorting through what remained, I noticed that a pair of recently custom-made sandals had fallen apart in layers, revealing their internal structure. The construction of the sandal was suddenly made clear to me. Because I couldn’t afford to replace all of the shoes I had lost, I set out to remake some of my favorite sandals myself.
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The first pair I made were strappy leather sandals similar to the Hippie Sandals. The finished pair ended up being comfortable and quite beautiful. They aged in that brilliant way that natural leather does — becoming dark and soft with time and use. I was hooked. The feeling of making and wearing my own shoes was one of real pride. At the time, I worked at a bakery and would show my new creations to friends and customers. The enthusiastic responses usually fell into one of two camps: either people wanted me to make them a pair or they wanted to make their own.

Soon enough, friends asked me to teach a workshop at their store. I was concerned that it might be too much work for the average newcomer but decided to give it a try because my friends were so excited. I encouraged the participants to design whatever they wanted and I was delighted (and relieved) to see everyone succeed in making unique, wearable sandals. It was such a gratifying experience that I’ve continued to teach ever since. The interest in these workshops is strong: people of all ages and professions have a strong desire to make their own shoes. I’m lucky to have the opportunity to travel to new places and share my passion and skills with new groups every month. Although flying with heavy shoe anvils can be challenging!

I came up with my brand name, Rachel Sees Snail Shoes, in part because I’ve had a lifelong affinity for snails. Also, I knew snails to be the mascot of the slow food movement, and my ethos at the time I started my business was to slow down and do things myself — to create special objects with intention. This sentiment has only strengthened with time; I’m as interested as ever in the benefits and challenges of slow fashion.

When I tell older people that I make sandals for a living, they often report that they made their own sandals once, too. It seems the craft was alive and well in decades past as both a hobby and a way to earn a living. But when manufacturing largely left the United States in the 1980s, the small-scale shoemaking industry was greatly weakened. As someone growing up in the years since, I had always seen shoes, often made in China or Italy, as mysterious objects. The methods of production were inscrutable to me, and the thought of making my own shoes seemed almost impossible.

When I finally set out to learn sandalmaking, resources were scarce. It felt as though shoemaking (at least in the United States) was an endangered art form. I am relieved to report that this is no longer the case: the internet has helped me connect with all sorts of innovative shoemakers. The craft may have gone dormant for a time, but it is being rediscovered by new makers every day. I am eager to see what this generation makes of such an old-world craft.


I Love Sandalmaking for So Many Reasons


1. It’s easy enough for beginners. Using only a few simple tools, a person can make a comfortable pair of sandals in the course of a day. A knowledge of sewing isn’t necessary, and neither is physical strength. Yet sandalmaking presents plenty of creative challenges for even the most ambitious makers. I’m still dreaming up sandals I want to make, and I’ve been doing this for 10 years!

2. Feet are unique. When you make your own shoes, you can customize according to your foot shape, heel height, and favorite colors. This is especially helpful for those dealing with hard-to-fit foot sizes, orthopedic issues, high insteps, and the like. Making your own shoes can satisfy the desire to be both original and comfortable.

3. Style is unique. As you may have noticed, people often have very individual ideas about design. Whether you're seeking something ultra-minimal, totally eccentric, or less gender specific, making your own shoes can allow you the space to be original.

4. There’s a sense of achievement. The feeling that comes from building two symmetrical, functional, wearable sculptures is really special. I get to watch that pride emerge on a regular basis at my workshops. As their sandals begin to take shape, students often become giddy and start shouting, “I’m making my own shoes!” And from my experience, nothing beats responding to a shoe compliment with a simple “Thank you; I made them.”

5. Sandals = history. Thousands of years ago, Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, and Native Americans wore sandals very similar to ones we wear today. Footwear hasn’t changed much over the millennia: strappy leather, pointy slippers, woven grass. When I visit museums, I recognize these styles on vases and paintings and feel a kinship with ancient people. Cultures around the world each have their own folk shoe traditions, and nearly all include a type of sandal. I love to consider the stylistic overlaps spanning different cultures and eras, and I take inspiration from these timeless designs. (To learn about handmade shoes from around the world, see here.)

6. Respect for makers. Nearly all of the shoes we buy in the United States are made by people who are out of sight, working in another country. This creates a disconnect, a lack of awareness that has enabled unhealthy consumption. I believe that when you learn what goes into making a shoe, you gain not only a better understanding of the object but also a greater appreciation for the people who make it.

For some people, sandalmaking is something they’ll do once or twice. For others, it can become a practice they continue over their lifetime, making pairs for themselves, friends, family, and customers. It’s a wonder to me that the craft isn’t currently practiced more widely, but I suspect that it’s about to have a new wave of interest.

Around 2009, I discovered there were no contemporary books on sandalmaking. I’ve dreamed of writing a book of my own since then. People are eager to make their own footwear, but it can be hard to know where to begin. I can relate. It took me years of asking the right and wrong people the right and wrong questions before I was able to gather enough useful information to share. I hope this book will help those who are shoe-curious to take their first steps into the craft — and for some, inspire a lifetime of shoemaking.
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