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Introduction

‘There were many times when I was asked to create a performance shoe for the street, but my reaction was always, “We are Adidas. We are sport”,’ Jacques Chassaing would once say. ‘I strongly believed that if I was going to create, [for example], a new tennis shoe, then first and foremost it should be a fantastic shoe to play tennis [in]. If the wearers all felt it was comfortable enough to be streetwear, then great, but only because they decided that. Not us.’

In these few lines Chassaing, arguably Adidas’s most influential designer – quoted here in the monograph of his work, From Soul to Sole (2022) – summed up the guiding ethos of a company that was established in the wake of the Second World War, and which has roots stretching back over a century. For whatever sporting need it has addressed – and it would consider the most obscure of sports – Adidas has always pursued a philosophy of functionality first. Its shoes must be fit for purpose.

Once, Adidas was effectively alone. It didn’t just pioneer technologies to improve the sporting experience of anyone in its shoes, it also pioneered what would become a gigantic global industry, with the years since the 1920s seeing the creation of numerous competitors, many of which – Nike, most obviously – creating their own famous designs.

They all owe a debt to Adidas, because – while it might not have been its intention – Adidas would also help to shape a culture in which sports shoes were worn, as Chassaing put it, ‘for the street’. It’s the stylistic by-product of the technology Adidas once deployed that, remarkably, has encouraged so many of its styles to continue to be worn decades after their creation. That’s why Adidas can lay claim to so many iconic products, and to having found a place in the wardrobes of myriad diverse subcultures around the world.

Adidas has achieved all of this with, it might often seem, complete disinterest. Indeed, in its focused pursuit of utility over fashionability, in its regard for efficiency and order, this somewhat faceless corporation plays to many stereotypically German traits. But, of course, that detachment has only ever served to enhance its cool.




History

The story of Adidas begins with a bitter family dispute and ends with the creation of not one, but two global sportswear companies. As often happens, two brothers – in this case Adolf and Rudolf Dassler, of Herzogenaurach in Bavaria, Germany – found that they could no longer work together.

Herzogenaurach was a small town of just 4,000 people, with most of its biggest employers being in the shoemaking business. Adolf Dassler’s father was employed by one of them and, perhaps aware of the need for his youngest son to make his own path, encouraged him to apprentice as a baker. This was barely completed when, aged 18, Adolf Dassler was drafted to serve in the German Army over the final months of the First World War. That, undoubtedly, gave him time to think.

By the war’s end, and having returned to civilian life, Dassler concluded that his interest really lay in footwear. More specifically, sports footwear; more particularly still, in the development of different kinds of footwear for different sports – a revolutionary idea at the time.
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Adidas advert from 2000s. The global brand has its origins in the 1920s.
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Adolf Dassler in the 1920s in the Dassler Brothers shoe factory.



Consequently, putting both bakery and battle behind him, Dassler teamed up with a local shoemaker by the name of Karl Zech, opened a small repair business in the washroom at the back of the family home, and began to work on developing his design ideas. It was a family affair from the beginning: ‘[Adolf Dassler] started experimenting, manufacturing shoes in his mother’s laundry room,’ his youngest daughter Sigi Dassler would tell the BBC in 2022. ‘He used all kinds of raw material he could find, including bread bags, and his father helped him to organize this, as well as build machines in order to get the business started.’

Yet it took a leap of the imagination to believe that a business could be made out of such a specialist product. In an economically crippled post-war Germany, materials were scarce and electricity supply so intermittent to the town that Dassler had to rig up a leather-milling machine to a stationary bicycle in order to generate their own power, pedalled by the fledging company’s first employee, Josef Erhardt. There was also the question of who needed expensive track shoes at this time anyway?

But Dassler was persistent to the last. Much as he had not been enamoured of baking, so his older brother Rudolf was not so keen on being a policeman. In 1923 Adolf brought Rudolf into the business and the following year they launched Gebrüder Dassler Schuhfabrik, roughly translating as the Dassler Brothers Shoe Factory. Adolf focused on design and development, Rudolf on sales and marketing.

The Beginnings

The first two years were not easy: with a team of around twelve, the company produced just 50 pairs of shoes a day. But, crucially, these were 50 pairs of a kind that nobody else was making – the first football boots with leather studs and the first spiked track shoes. By the end of 1926 the company was making one hundred pairs a day. More pertinent to the credibility of its product, two years later, national sporting heroes were wearing Dassler’s spikes, with runner Lina Radke bringing home a gold medal (and setting a new world record) at the Amsterdam Olympics.

Even with these early designs it was clear that Dassler was rethinking how construction methods and materials used to make a shoe could serve in the very particular needs of the athlete wearing it. His first sprint shoes had an upper made of very soft but thin – and so lightweight – goatskin; and its cleats were pitched at a bio-mechanically designed angle to the sole, as though the shoe was already in motion.

By 1928 Dassler shoes had one of the first screw-in spike systems, with each spike pushed through the prepunched outsole and then screwed into place using a hexagonal steel disc. They employed a riveted metal plate to stiffen the forefront and provide better pressure distribution between the spikes. Spikes would later be angled and of a length that worked best for the individual athlete. These ideas would be among Dassler’s first patented designs.
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Advert from the 1970s. Adidas’s success would lead to predominance at the Olympics in years to come.



Success at the Amsterdam Olympics also reassured Adolf Dassler that his design ideas were right, and that they needed to be pushed harder. To this end, from the mid 1920s he teamed up with Josef Waitzer, a national track and field trainer with his eyes set on making waves at the forthcoming 1932 Los Angeles Olympics. Waitzer helped ensure that more athletes wore Dassler shoes on this world stage, while Dassler himself attended the Shoe Technical School in Pirmasens, Germany, with a view to testing the potential of some of his other ideas. It was there that he also met his future wife Käthe, the daughter of a leading shoemould manufacturer.

Dassler saw the Olympics as a test of his products

But it would be the next Olympic Games in 1936 – in Berlin and so on home turf – that really offered the opportunity for Dassler shoes to make an impression. As a showcase for all things German, the Berlin Olympics was a huge marketing opportunity; here athletes from around the world were introduced to Dassler’s products, notably its ‘Geda’ spikes. Dassler-shod athletes set two world and three Olympic records, and took home 17 medal wins, seven of them gold. It’s likely that the legendary Jesse Owens was among those to wear Dassler.


[image: illustration]
The 1936 Olympics Stadium in Berlin.



Always looking for improvements, Dassler saw the Olympics as a test of his products too: Waitzer discovered, for example, that the spikes on one 100m runner’s shoes were wearing out after being worn across hard paths around the Olympic village. ‘We have to make the spikes a little stronger, even with the light sprinter shoes,’ he reported back, adding enthusiastically, ‘I’m going to
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The Coming War







A New Era
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From Innovation to Style
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