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IF THE SHOE FITS …

Article by EMMA HEYDE

How many pairs of shoes do you have in your cupboard? I’ve got about ten in mine: ugg boots for winter nights; thongs for summer; joggers for exercising in; shoes for work; shoes for parties; hiking boots; sandals and slippers. Have you ever wondered why we wear them? Or what people in different countries wear? Let’s find out! 

You use your feet all the time, don’t you? But I bet you don’t spend much time thinking about them. Did you know that a human foot has more bones than any other part of the body? Every time you wriggle your foot, you’re moving 28 bones, 19 muscles and 107 ligaments. Whew!

When you were born, your foot had no fully formed bones at all. Between the little pieces of bone was soft, pliable cartilage (the same material that forms the bendy parts of your nose and ears). Now that you’re eight or more, you’ll have a full count of 28 bones and they’ll have nearly finished ossifying (hardening into bone). Your footprint looks like an adult’s footprint, not a flat-footed, soft-soled baby’s. Those feet of yours are complex pieces of machinery, and they need care. What about something to protect them? 

Tickly?

I want you to do a foot experiment. Bend down and take off your shoes and socks. Stroke the skin on the top of your foot. How does that feel? Now run your fingers over the sole of your foot. What happened? Did you squirm? Giggle? Scream? Most people find that the soles of their feet—much more than the top—are very sensitive. Now put your shoes back on. You are covering up those super-sensitive soles, protecting them from all that standing and walking and jumping you’re going to do today. 

Touching the past

People have always looked for ways to protect their sensitive feet. In ancient times, people made shoes from whatever was handy:  bark, large leaves and grass tied on with vines. There is a single sandal from a cave in Oregon (in the USA) made out of sagebrush bark. It is probably the oldest shoe in the world. If you could gently ease your hand inside, you would feel the smooth impression of a big toe. The owner lived over 10 000 years ago. Covered sandals were good for hunting: they were light and 
flexible, and they probably allowed the owner of the sagebrush shoe to stalk deer silently. But people in hot countries need different types of shoes … 
Walk like an Egyptian

Egypt is in a hot part of Africa. About three thousand years ago, the ancient Egyptians loved their thongs for the same reasons we do today: they’re cheap, you can kick them off easily and they’re comfortable on hot days. You’ve got 250 000 sweat glands on your feet, so keeping your tootsies cool is important! Wealthy Egyptians spent a lot of money on their shoes, just like celebrities do today. Tutankhamun was a king—a Pharaoh—and when his tomb was discovered in 1923, there were 93 pieces of footwear inside. There were solid gold sandals (could he really have walked in them?) and thongs made of wood with pictures of the Pharaoh’s enemies painted on their soles so the king could step on them every time he walked anywhere!

Chilly feet

Egypt is just the right climate for thongs. But what did people in cold countries wear to protect their feet? The same thing you might be wearing right now: shoes made from leather. At first people simply cut out oval shapes from the skins of dead animals, punched holes round the edges and pulled a lace through to tie them on tightly. Over thousands of years, people invented different ways of doing up shoes—with laces and buckles and buttons. Some changes took longer. Until 180 years ago, you could wear your shoes on either foot—there was no difference between the left and right shoes. 

Broken for beauty

For most of us, as our feet get bigger, so do our shoes. But in China many years ago, big was definitely not considered beautiful. From about 950 CE, wealthy Chinese women would bind the feet of their daughters. No-one knows exactly why this started, but legend has it that in the 10th century one of the Emperor’s daughters, Empress Taki, was born with deformed feet. To save her from embarrassment, the Emperor announced that only women with very small feet—eight centimetres long—were truly beautiful. And so Chinese mothers began to bind their daughters’ feet.

When a girl was about five years old, her feet would be wrapped in bandages to break her bones and bend her four small toes under the foot towards the heel. Mothers would change the bandages every two days, wrapping the feet more and more tightly. The process was very painful, and it took between two and three years. Girls whose feet had been bound could not walk normally—they could only ever totter around. Their miniature highly embroidered shoes were known as "lotus" or "lily" shoes and they are so tiny, and such a strange shape, that even a small child today could not wear them. Foot binding was finally banned in 1949.
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