
BARWELL and EARL SHILTON                

BOOT AND SHOE TRAIL 
 

 
In June 2000 members of Earl Shilton and District Local History Society researched 

this leaflet in association with the Hinckley and Bosworth Borough Council,  in order 

to record and commemorate the important role that the Boot and Shoe industry played 

in the development of the villages of Earl Shilton and Barwell. 

Only 50 years ago, their streets bustled with women and men on their way to work in 

the Boot and Shoe factories, and the footwear they made was worn by people around 

the world from Russia to South Africa. Today none of the larger companies remain 

apart from two smaller units in Barwell and one Ballet Shoes manufacturing company 

in Earl Shilton. The old factories have been taken over by other industries or even 

demolished to make way for housing developments. On this trail you are invited to 

gain a glimpse of their past and ensure that this industrial heritage is not forgotten. 

 

THE HISTORY 
 

Why did the boot and shoe trade develop in our villages? 

In the 1860’s Leicester boot and shoe manufacturers moved part of their production 

process to the area. Leather uppers were cut and closed in city factories with village 

outworkers making and finishing the shoes in their homes, barns or garden sheds. 

Known as ‘basket-work’, because the goods were brought in baskets. This was the 

usual method of manufacture until the late 1880’s when local factories became the 

rule. 

 Many workers also came from Northamptonshire to take advantage of the freedom 

from restrictive practices. The introduction of new machinery and methods were 

being strongly resisted in that county causing industrial unrest, but Leicestershire was 

free from these problems. 

The shoe trade led to many carriers setting up in the area to transport the goods and 

bus companies to bring in the workers from outlying villages.  

The earliest factory in the county outside Leicester was started in three cottages on the 

main road through Earl Shilton. By 1896 there were 12 shoe manufacturers in Earl 

Shilton and 11 in Barwell. 

 

Hard working conditions 
 

Conditions were hard, hosiery workers who came to work in the shoe trade in the 

1880’s, had to pay £1 down and worked the first month before receiving wages. Up to 

1895 workers had to buy their own rivets and tacks from the factory owners. This led 

to the growth of independent hardware shops in both villages, offering cheaper 

materials. As a concession the shoe workers were allowed to send out for ½ pint of 

beer to drink while they were working. 

 

Boot and Shoe Operatives Union 
The hard conditions led to the growth of the Barwell branch of the Boot and Shoe 

Operatives Union in the early 1880’s. There was a lock-out in the industry in 1895 

because of resentment over bad factory conditions.  During the dispute the Union held 



meetings at the Coffee House in Barwell High Street and paid lock-out money to the 

men who were out of work for 10 weeks. 

 

The 20th Century 
The area became a major centre of production, manufacturing boots for the army 

during the 1st World War. At their peak in the early 1950’s, the factories of Barwell 

and Earl Shilton  produced over 10 million pairs of shoes per year. 

However in the 1970’s, foreign competion made shoe production uneconomic. Within 

20 years the industry had collapsed leaving the remnants of old factory buildings to 

mark the industry’s passing.  

Today there is just one new company in Earl Shilton, which first opened in the old 

shoe factory of T. Whitmore in 2000, then transferred to the Highfield Street factory 

of E.Pinchess Ltd.  This is The Suffolk Pointe Shoe Co.Ltd, which specializes in the 

making of Ballet Shoes. 

In Barwell two companies operate from the old Amos Moore factory in King Street: 

R.E.M.Footwear Specialists, who repair and refurbish imported shoes for footwear 

retailers, and David Spencer who makes individual orders of larger sized shoes. 
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