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Introduction
There  was  a  single  shoe  find  amongst  the  material  recovered  from  the 
Derryboy excavation.  It was located in a deposit that possibly “derived from 
the roof” (Prelim. Report, 6) and can be considered as a probable example of  
the practice of concealing shoes, especially children’s shoes, in the fabric of a 
building.

Shoe manufacture: 1790 – 1870 AD.
The find recovered from the Derryboy house is  typical  of  the welted style 
footwear of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Such shoes/boots 
were made of upper and lower assemblies. The upper assemblies consisted 
of a vamp, welt and right and left quarters with inner linings. The shoes were 
secured with laces through a series of holes in the upper edges of the quarter 
wings. The lower assemblies, referred to as “stuff” by the shoemakers of the 
period  (Rees  1813),  consisted  of  multiple  soles  and  stacked  leather  or 
wooden heels. 
Shoes for men, women and children were made to the same design although 
there were variations in the materials used. These variations were a reflection 
of the current fashions as well as the wearer’s position and status in society. 
Men’s shoes were  generally  assembled from leather  and women’s shoes, 
especially  for  the  aristocracy, used  textile  or  soft  leather  upper  parts  and 
tanned  leather  soles  (Swann  1982;  Saguto  2009;  Goubitz  at  al.  2001). 
Children’s  shoes  were  simply  smaller  versions  of  adult  shoes  and  were 
sometimes made from parts cut from adult’s discarded shoes. Examples of 
worn adult  shoes,  which were re-cut  to provide parts for  children’s shoes, 
were  recovered  from excavations  at  New Street  in  Dublin  (Nicholl  2005). 
Footwear for working people tended to be more robust, simpler in design and 
made from stout leather (Swann 1982). 
As with modern footwear, the shape of the toe varied during this period and 
ranged from extremely sharp, pointed footwear to rounded or square styles. 
High  heels  were  abandoned  in  favour  of  a  lower  heel.  This  allowed 
shoemakers to begin experimenting with shoes made for the right and left 
foot.  Such  shoes became popular  almost  immediately  with  men but  were 
slower to be adopted for women’s shoes (Walford 2007).  The straight shoe, 
which had dominated fashion since the  early-seventeenth century, began to 
give way (Swann 1982).
This  new style  of  Low-heeled  shoe was  common  from the  1790’s  to  the 
1820’s and the method of construction is described in detail by Rees in his 
‘The Art and Mystery of a Cordwainer: or, An Essay on the Principles and  
Practice of Boot and Shoe-making’, which was published in London in 1813. 
In the 1820’s, heels went out of use completely for a number of years before 
becoming popular again in the 1830’s (Swann 1982, p. 34).
While shoes with pointed toes can be considered as fashionable footwear, the 
needs of the labouring classes led to the development of sturdy  High-Low 

2



working shoes. These were a style of low boot or ankle shoe for work-wear 
with thick leather uppers and heavy hob-nailed soles. Further reinforcement, 
in the form of horseshoe-shaped metal fittings, was sometimes fixed to the 
heels (ibid. p.32). Literature of the period, quoted in Swann, describes such 
footwear as being “a covering for the foot and ankle too high to be called a 
shoe and too low for a boot” (ibid p. 35-6). 
The nineteenth century was a period of rapid development and change as 
industrialisation  led  to  the  mass-production  of  footwear  in  factories  using 
machines and the traditional shoemaker fell into decline. At the beginning of  
the century, metal fittings to reinforce the toes and heels were introduced and 
were common on workmen’s half-boots by 1814. In 1823, metal eyelets for 
lacing-holes were patented by Thomas Rogers and were in widespread use 
by the mid-century (ibid, p.32).

Brogue making in the 18th and 19th century
Towards the end of the sixteenth century, the medieval turnshoe method of 
footwear manufacture using a rand began to be replaced by the welted shoe, 
which allowed for the use of multiple sole layers as well as heels. However, in 
Ireland,  the  turnshoe  tradition  of  footwear  making,  known  as  Brogues, 
continued in use alongside the developing welted shoe and lasted into the 
middle of the nineteenth century.
Hall (1840, 188-90) describes a broguemaker at work using the medieval turn-
shoe method of construction with a length of leather thong for sewing instead 
of the shoemaker’s waxed-end of linen thread and bristle. The broguemakers 
referred to their product as a “brogue gaelach” to distinguish it from the shoe, 
which  they  called  a  “brogue  gallda”  (ibid,  190).  A.T. Lucas,  in  his  paper 
Footwear  in  Ireland,  developed  a  typology  of  Irish  footwear  in  which  he 
classified this lace-tied latchet style shoe as Type 5 and identified it with the 
Brogue of literary and documentary texts to distinguish it from the English or 
Continental shoe (Lucas 1956, 351-61).
Finds of complete and fragmentary  brogues from Chancery Lane in Dublin 
would seem to bear this out (Nicholl, forthcoming). The finds from this site 
show  that,  while  the  medieval  turn-shoe  method  of  manufacture  using  a 
length of leather thong and a serpentine S-stitch was retained, the cutting-
patterns of the vamps, latchets and back-parts varied to reflect contemporary 
shoe fashions. By the nineteenth century, the brogue’s single backpart had 
evolved into separate right and left quarters, and the separate latchets of the 
brogue had now become integral to the quarters, as in shoemaking.

Practice of Concealed Shoes
The  significance  of  concealed  shoes  found  in  old  buildings  was  first 
recognised  by  June  Swann of  the  Museum of  Leather  in  Northampton  in 
England where she established a register of such finds that has been kept 
since the 1950’s. June continues to keep the register. The number of finds is 
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now close to 2000 and are reported from find locations scattered around the 
world. All the previous examples of hidden shoes have been found in Britain 
or in places colonised by English settlers in the seventeenth century. 
The only finds of concealed shoes to date in Ireland were recovered from a 
seventeenth  century  house restoration  in  Aungier  Street  in  Dublin  (Nicholl 
2017)  and from a  nineteenth  century  cottage restoration  in  Liscaul  in  Co. 
Roscommon (http://lisaculinfo.ie/a-heritage-week-mystery/).
Two hidden shoes were recovered from the Aungier Street house and are the 
first example of the practice to have been recorded in an Irish context. Both 
shoes are in a child’s size and were well worn before being hidden beneath 
floorboards in two different rooms. One of the shoes could be dated to the 
early sixteenth century and the other to the mid-nineteenth century (Nicholl 
2017). 
The second example was reported from Lisacul in Co. Roscommon in 2016 
where a shoe was found in a wall of a house. It was a child’s shoe and, like 
the Aungier Street examples was very worn and damaged. However, unlike 
the shoes from Number 9/9a, it is a modern shoe and probably dates to the 
early  part  of  the  twentieth  century  (http://lisaculinfo.ie/a-heritage-week-
mystery/). 
Shoes, along with other personal objects, have been found concealed in gaps 
beside or behind chimneys, around windows, under floors and in attics and 
roof  spaces.  Shoes  and  other  objects  were  deliberately  placed  in  such 
locations to ward off evil  or bring luck to the household. A pattern for such 
concealments has emerged. The hidden shoes are:

 Usually very worn and damaged
 Had belonged to a child
 Are seldom in pairs
 Were hidden when building work was being done
 Are sometimes found with other objects (Easton 2014).

In Number 9/9a a complete rib bone of a sheep was also found under the floor 
with one of the shoes. It  is unclear when the practice of concealing shoes 
began  but  it  would  appear  to  have  its  origin  in  the  late  fifteenth  to  early 
sixteenth century. Worn shoes, especially children’s shoes, were held to have 
special significance and power to ward off evil and bring good luck.

Discussion of Find
The fragmentary nature of the remains makes a positive identification of a 
particular  shoe  or  boot  style  impossible.  However,  elements  of  the 
construction  such  as  the  thick  welt;  use  of  small  nails  or  tacks;  extra 
reinforcement under the arch and the remnant of lacing strip suggest an ankle 
high boot rather than a shoe. Such a boot would have been worn in rural 
areas  for  outdoor  work.  The  example  from  Derryboy  was  very  heavily 
damaged by wear, which resulted in the disintegration of the sole layers. The 
forepart and toe area is missing, but an estimated length of 160mm suggests 
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a  child’s  size  7  half-boot  in  modern  measurement  terms  (Grew  and  De 
Neergaard 2001, 102). Significantly, the remains are not those of a Brogue, 
which was possibly a more common type of footwear in rural  areas in the 
early nineteenth century but was in general decline by mid century, as mass-
produced footwear became available.  

Catalogue
19E0443:51:1: incomplete sole assembly of a right-footed shoe/boot; child’s 
size; comprising of the waist section with incomplete seat and forepart section 
of tread; incomplete insole with sections of welt and arch support packing in  
situ;  broken at waist/tread junction; forepart and rear of seat missing; heel 
impressions at waist; nailed construction with some nails in situ; remnants of 
treadsole in situ at lateral side of lasting margin; nails and single hob-nail  in  
situ; forepart of treadsole worn away; short section (55mm x 15mm) of lacing 
reinforcement with four lace holes; impressions of metal lacing eyelets around 
each hole.
L: 125mm T: 60mm W: 35mm S: 40mm TK: 3mm
Estimated complete length: 160mm Child’s size.

Pl. 1 Derryboy Shoe, insole and treadsole waist section (Photo: J. Nicholl)

5



Pl 2. Derryboy Shoe, treadsole and waist with nail remnants (Photo: J. Nicholl).

Glossary of Footwear Terms used in this report
Flesh side: inner surface of leather or hide.
Folded welt: a broad welt strip, which is folded under the insole and braced 
with criss-crossing threads.
Forepart: front part of shoe or sole.
Grain: outer surface of leather with hair follicles.
Heel: stacked leather lifts or a shaped wooden block.
Heel seat: part of shoe on which the heel of the foot rests.
Insole: the inside sole of the shoe on which the foot rests.
Midsole: sole placed between the insole and the treadsole.
Treadsole: sole in contact with the ground.
Quarters: parts of the shoe which wrap around the heel, joining the vamp at 
the side seam and each other at the back seam.
Rand: narrow strip of leather between the upper and sole.
Shank: reinforcement piece of wood, leather or metal in the waist of a heeled 
shoe.
Straights: shoes made for  either foot,  not left  and right.  All  footwear was 
made straight from 1600 – 1800.
Upper: consists of the vamp, quarters and lining.
Vamp: front part of the upper covering the toes and instep.
Waist: narrow part of the shoe under the arch of the foot.
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Welt: a strip of leather stitched along the outside of the upper and insole to 
which the midsole and outsole can be stitched.
(Goubitz 2001, Swann 1982)

References
Easton, T. 2014. Four Spiritual Middens in Mid Suffolk, England, ca. 1650-

1850. Historical Archaeology 48 (3), 10-34.
Goubitz,  O.,  van  Driel-Murray,  C,  Groenmann  van  Waateringe,  W,  2001, 

Stepping  Through  Time:  Archaeological  Footwear  from  Prehistoric  
Times until 1800, Foundation for Promoting Archaeology, Zwolle.

Grew, F. and  de  Neergaard,  M.  2001  Shoes  and  Pattens, Boydell  Press, 
Woodbridge.

Hall, Mr. and Mrs. 1840 Ireland: it’s scenery etc. London.
Lucas,  A.  T.,  1956,  Footwear  in  Ireland,  Journal  of  the  County  Louth  

Archaeogical Society 13(4),  309-394  
Nicholl, J. 2005, Unpublished Leather Finds Report. New Street, Dublin
Nicholl, J. 2017.Two Concealed Shoes from Number 9/9a Aungier Street in  

Dublin. Published in the Newsletter of the Archaeological Leather Group, 
Number 45, March 2017

Nicholl, J. forthcoming. The Leather Finds from Chancery lane in Dublin.
Rees, J, 1813,  The art and mystery of a cordwainer; or , an essay on the  

principles  and  practice  of  boot  and  shoe-making,  Gale  Curtis  and 
Fenner, London.

Sagudo, D. A. 2009, The Art of the Shoemaker Texas Tech University Press, 
Texas

Swann, J. 1982, Shoes, B.T. Batsford Ltd. London
Walford,  J,  2007,  The seductive  shoe:  four  centuries  of  fashion  footwear, 

Thames and Hudson, London

Details of Aungier Street and its development can be found at:
https://www.dublincity.ie/sites/default/files/content/YourCouncil/LocalAreaServi
ces/SouthEastArea/SouthEastArea/AungierStreet/Documents/AungerStRepor
t.pdf

http://lisaculinfo.ie/a-heritage-week-mystery/
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