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Introduction

Few examples of footwear are as instantly recognizable as Dr. Martens. On a busy street, you only have to look down and see the distinctive yellow welt stitching, bouncing rubber sole, scripted AirWair heel loop and utilitarian aesthetic to identify the brand. There is an unspoken nod of recognition exchanged between wearers of Dr. Martens.

Affectionately referred to as ‘Doc Martens’, ‘Docs’ or ‘DMs’, the brand has embedded itself in global culture. Indeed, the word ‘Docs’, as an informal version of Dr. Martens, has now entered the Oxford English Dictionary and is permissible in Scrabble (where it is worth seven points).

You can find DMs on the feet of almost anyone, from pop icon Madonna to Pope John Paul II (the Vatican ordered 100 pairs of eight-eyelet boots in black and navy for the Vatican staff, with a white pair for the main man himself). They have transitioned from a sensible shoe for German housewives to a sign of tough utility for skinheads, punks and later music-based subcultures, while gracing the feet of spiritual leaders – not just the Pope, but also the 14th Dalai Lama – and of dancers on stage with the Canadian Contemporary Dance Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company. On the one hand, British SAS troops wore them in the Falklands in the 1980s; on the other, they continue to be regulation school uniform for children in many parts of the globe. How the brand has navigated these diverse customer segments over the course of its history, while maintaining its edge of rebellion and affiliation to fringe communities, is testament to its broad appeal.


[image: A person wears Doctor Martens lace-up ankle boots as he is held up above a crowd at an outdoor concert.]


A crowd surfer takes flight in Dr. Martens.




[image: A painted wall of a building with windows. The painting features a silhouette of a person holding up their hand in a 'rock-on' sign amidst a crowd of people. The text on the painting reads: On your own you are tough. Together we are tougher. AirWair Doctor Martens. Tough as you.]


Dr. Martens advertising mural on a building in Camden High Street, Camden Town, London, UK.



The brand remains true to its cultural roots, collaborating with the world’s most prestigious galleries, such as the National Gallery and Tate in the UK and the Metropolitan Museum in the USA, and championing artistic talent from the streets, such as the legendary New York graffiti artist Futura. In pop culture, DMs played a starring role in the music video for Miley Cyrus’s ‘Wrecking Ball’ (2013), and stomped with Beyoncé in ‘Formation’ (2016) on the feet of her army of backing dancers.

Alongside its heritage, Dr. Martens has undeniably progressed and expanded into a myriad of different markets, leveraging its cultural credentials to collaborate with the world’s most fashionable brands, from streetwear icons Stüssy and Supreme, to MM6 (the diffusion line of avant-garde Parisian fashion house Maison Margiela), to Scandi cool-girl premium label Ganni and many more. Despite the inevitable peaks and troughs of brand life cycles, it has weathered the storms to remain one of the world’s most valuable brands, achieving a successful IPO (initial public offering) listing on the London Stock Exchange in 2021.

Ultimately, though, it is customers who define a brand. The people who love Dr. Martens really love Dr. Martens.


[image: A pair of Doctor Martens boots with pull tabs at the back of each boot's opening with the text 'AirWair' on them.]


The scripted AirWair heel loop.






History

It all began in 1943, when Dr Klaus Maertens was skiing in the Bavarian Alps. With World War II raging, the 25-year-old medical doctor and soldier in the German army took leave to find a moment of peace in the mountains. It was there that the critical incident occurred. The doctor fell and broke his foot, was forced to return to his home town of Seeshaupt in Bavaria, southern Germany, and, with time on hand and a foot to heal, dreamed of a shoe filled with air to alleviate his pain.

When the war ended in 1945, the idea lingered, and as others went out to loot luxuries, Maertens searched for a cobbler’s last, leather and tools to make a prototype. Satisfied with his invention, he journeyed north to Munich. He serendipitously encountered an old friend from his student days at Munich University, Dr Herbert Funck (later referred to by the brand using his anglicized surname, Funk), whose background was in mechanical engineering, production and enterprise. Not only a brilliant mind, Funck also came with a Luxembourg passport, a circumstance that allowed the pair to circumvent the ban on German citizens trading with the USA, which would have got in the way of Maertens’s plans to supply boots to the US Army. The two entrepreneurs obtained rubber – a valuable resource – for a pittance from the newly derelict airfields of the Luftwaffe.


[image: Pete Townshend jumps into the air while playing his guitar. He wears Doctor Martens shoes.]


Guitarist Pete Townshend performing with English rock group the Who on 31 May 1976.




[image: Portrait of Doctor Klaus Maertens. He wears a coat with a stethoscope around his neck.]


Dr Klaus Maertens, the creator of Dr. Martens boots.



The Invention of the Air-Cushioned Sole

Initial models of the boot were made with leather reclaimed from army uniforms, but the sole developed with Funck’s input made the real difference. Two rubber sheets were compressed and heat-sealed to create robust air pockets. The design was nothing short of revolutionary, and the patent was registered in 1945.

‘Our timing was perfect. The whole of Europe had just spent five years in army boots and knew how uncomfortable they were. The shoe was the right answer at the right time,’ Maertens said in 1985. It is worth noting that from these early boots, only the sole would be recognizable as the Docs of today. The shoes looked like a mixture of crêpe-soled desert army boots and so-called brothel creepers, a style developed by the footwear industry in Northamptonshire, England.

Initial production runs of the Maertens and Funck shoes proved popular, and by 1952 they had expanded to open a factory in Munich. Throughout the 1950s, some 80 per cent of sales were made to women over 40 looking for comfortable shoes, and the company developed more than 200 styles. By 1959 they had decided to advertise their groundbreaking designs in international trade magazines. One of these was the British footwear trade rag Shoe and Leather News, which, over in Northampton, William ‘Bill’ Griggs read in the search for an answer to a problem with his business.

Bill, his brothers Colin and Ray, and his son Max ran their family’s bootmaking firm, which had been founded in 1901 in the village of Wollaston, a little east of Northampton, by their forefather Benjamin Griggs and his business partner Septimus Jones. The dream of Griggs Sr and Jones was to continue the area’s rich heritage of boot manufacturing, and they set to work producing high-quality handmade boots from their factory on Cobb’s Lane. Their partnership continued until 1911, when Jones departed. Benjamin’s son Reginald joined to create a family business named R. Griggs and Co., which was encouraged and, to some extent, also bankrolled by Reginald’s matriarchal grandmother, Jane Griggs. The original Griggs boots epitomized utilitarian, hard-working footwear for hard-working men, such as miners and soldiers. They marched on the feet of the British Army during two world wars, earning one of the firm’s bestselling styles the nickname ‘The Bulldog Boot’.


[image: A pair of tattered vintage lace-up boots. The worn out outer layer of material at the toe reveals steel toe caps]


Early steel-toecapped working boots by Dr. Martens.



By the late 1950s competition in the Northampton footwear market had intensified, but the firm remained afloat, subsidized by UK National Servicemen and US soldiers called to fight in the Korean War. One competitor that posed a serious threat was the ‘TUF’ working man’s boot manufactured by G.B. Britton, which featured a vulcanized rubber sole and thus could be manufactured far more quickly than traditionally made boots. Bill Griggs, who had by then joined the family firm, was particularly engaged in finding a way to compete with TUF and investigating potential innovations from the broader footwear trade. In the meantime, the firm formed cooperatives with local companies to upgrade its machinery.

Bill had his ‘Eureka’ moment after seeing the Dr. Martens advertisement in Shoe and Leather News. He had found his solution, and in 1959 R. Griggs Ltd acquired the exclusive licence to manufacture the pioneering air-cushioned sole, which he branded ‘AirWair’. Bill’s handwritten script inspired the tagline ‘With Bouncing Soles’, which is emblazoned on the heel loop.

Aesthetically, the boot needed a makeover. Griggs redesigned the upper to appeal to British working-class men with a tough look. The boots were required to perform as workwear, and the distinctive yellow welt stitch underlined the industrial feel. The Griggs brothers deliberated over what to name the overall brand. As the story goes, it was felt that ‘Funck’ looked too similar typographically to the profanity ‘fuck’ for the sensibilities of the audience at the time. Instead, they anglicized Maertens’s name to Dr. Martens.

On 1 April 1960 the first pair of iconic cherry-red, eight-eyelet boots marched off the production line of the Cobb’s Lane factory. The date is immortalized in the boot’s name, ‘1460’, and to this day the signature design remains unchanged at the heart of the brand’s Originals Collection. The boots, which cost a mere £2 per pair (around £40 today, allowing for inflation), were popular with factory workers, construction workers and policemen, some of whom were directed by their forces to dye the yellow thread black with ink. The soles, updated to include a deeper tread, were famously resistant to oil, fat, acid, petrol and alkali, making them a safe choice against spills on the factory floor and at the scene of road traffic accidents. A year later, on 1 April 1961, the three-eyelet shoe version called the ‘1461’ was born. This style became immensely popular with workers from the General Post Office, for posties who needed comfortable, smart-looking footwear as they trod miles delivering letters, and who might have to make a quick getaway from enthusiastic guard dogs.

The 1960s were a maelstrom of political and social upheaval as individuals from all walks of life emerged to make their voices heard in the civil-rights and women’s rights movements, and anti-war protests. Britain experienced a pop-culture phenomenon, the so-called British Invasion, that introduced the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and the Who to global audiences.

The 1960s swung, and fashion served as a visual marker of change. The miniskirt emerged as a symbol of female liberation and rebellion against the prim and proper conventions of the past. Then, later in the decade, psychedelic culture materialized as hippie fashion. Dr. Martens remained under the radar as a workwear boot at this juncture. However, its cultural origins were nascent.


‘Our timing was perfect ... the shoe was the right answer at the right time.’



Skinheads and Rude Boy Influence

In the 1960s Britain’s youth was broadly divided into two prominent subcultures: mods and rockers. The mods, short for ‘modernists’, listened to modern jazz before transitioning to Motown, soul, British rock bands and, later, Northern Soul. They were cosmopolitan and chic, favouring the new minimalist fashions of slim-cut Italian and French suits. They rode zippy scooters, preferably Vespas or Lambrettas, customized with additional lights and mirrors. Male mods pushed the boundaries of gender expression and even wore make-up. By contrast, the rockers drew inspiration from American rock-and-roll culture. They adopted a rugged aesthetic, often riding motorbikes clad in blue jeans and biker jackets while favouring energetic, guitar-driven songs from such artists as Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry and Gene Vincent. Mods and rockers did not always coexist peacefully, and in 1964 their sharply contrasting ideologies erupted into violent riots in several seaside towns, including Brighton, Margate and Clacton.

By the mid-1960s the mod subculture had fractured into the high-fashion crowd and the ‘hard mods’, who took pride in their working-class roots. The hard mods evolved into a skinhead subculture in the UK as a response to the long-haired bohemian hippies, who were often more middle class, floating around in kaftans and sandals, talking about peace and love, and experimenting with LSD. The Dr. Martens boot became a sign of working-class industriousness for the skins, who styled them with hard-wearing denim, collared shirts and a neatly shaved head. They enjoyed humble pub culture, football and beer over psychedelics.

Many of the skins hailed from the East End of London, a rich cultural melting pot where Caribbean influences mixed with the fresh sounds of ska, rocksteady and, later, reggae. The British government had invited individuals from such countries as Jamaica, Trinidad, St Lucia, Grenada and Barbados to migrate to the UK to alleviate the













The Punk Revolution


















Dr. Martens in the Modern Era
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