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A craftsman keeps the rare art of shoemaking alive in Eugene

Kxvix Cranx/The Register-Guard

Rick Roman works on a shoe in a shop set up in the garage of his south Eugene home. He also teaches tango and yoga in a living room that he converted into a dance studio.



Sole proprietor

By MARK BAKER
The Register-Guard

he last comes first.
It's an old shoe-

maker saying. It's

the block of plastic

of the shoe that's Boing to

become one with your foot.
And Rick Roman has a

bunch of them in the garage-

turned-shoemaking shop of his
south Eugene home, an entire
“last library,” from sizes 7 to
14, in widths from 3A to 3E.

“Having a last that fits
you is like having a block of
gold,” Roman says. “You know
it's going to fit. Then you can
really focus on making a qual-
ity shoe.”

At age 55, Roman finds
himself doing something that
screams Old World, some-

thing he never imagined him-
self doing. Something, perhaps,
no one else in Lane County is
doing alone: making shoes.

And not just any old shoes
— sturdy, high quality, styl-
ish shoes you'd pay a small for-
tune for in, say, Rome. Not that
Roman’s are cheap. If you want
a pair, be prepared to shell out
at least five Benjamins, as in

Iiut the few customers who

have bought his shoes since
Roman started this risky ven-
ture a couple of years ago say
it’s well worth it. Especially if
you tango.
Happy feet

“It was totally worth it,”
says Nolle Rainbow of Newport,
a retived art teacher, of her
custom-made, black, high-heeled
tango boots. “They’re just per-
fect. My feet are happy.”

Roman’s operation is called
hoes, a bination
of his last name and “tango.”
An avid Argentine tango dancer
since his mid-40s, Roman’s

Please turn to SHOES, Page G2
ROMANGO SHOES

What: High quality, custom-made
dress and dance shoes

Contact: www.romangoshoes.
com; 968-2441; rick@cotse.net

A pedagraph shows the
shape of the foot and where
the weight lands.

G2

A master pattern is used
in creating the geometric
design of the shoe.

A pattern piece is placed
on the leather to mark the
area to be cut out.

A last is a form that can
be customized in making a
fitter’s model.

A powder outline marks
the area to be cut out of the
leather.
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This completed oxford i
made with water buffalo
leather.

Continued from Page G1

Shoes: Craftsman believe

interest in shoemaking can
be traced to the sexy South
American dance, he says.
Shoes are important to danc-
ers — the fit, the look, the
performance.

“Dancers are always talk-
ing about their shoes and
their feet,” says Roman, who
teaches tango and has con- [}
verted his living room into
a dance studio with hard-
wood floors and a floor-to-
ceiling mirror. “They have a
hard time finding good shoes,
and they want sharp-looking
shoes, t0o."

First a chemist and then a
computer programmer at west
Eugene, biosciences company
Molecular Probes for 13 years,
Roman says he became less
and less fulfilled in his work
there, especially after it was
sold to California-based Invit-
rogen in 2003. He began to
look for something else to do.
“I didn't want to be hunched
over a computer the rest of
my life,” he says,

A friend and fellow tango
dancer, Greg Estes, gave
Roman a copy of “Handmade
Shoes for Men,” by Hungar-
ian shoemaker Laszlo Vass.
The book describes the art
and craft of shoemaking and
the few artisans worldwide
who still practice it.

“That kind of piqued my
interest,” Roman says.

Then he took the risk.

He quit his job. He now sup-
ports himself by teaching

Kavix Cranx/The Register-Guard

Creating high-quality shoes is a far cry from Rick Roman'’s previous jobs as a chemist and computer programmer.

says.
Just don’t call him a cob-

bler. The correct term for

a shoemaker is cordwainer.

Cobbling refers to a shoe

repairman, or someone who

he'll take a full cast of a foot
and then add material to turn
the cast into a last by taking
a polyurethane sock and fill-
ing it with plastic cast mat-
erial.

cess that can take days to get
just right, he says.

Roman has bought sev-
eral used pieces of equipment
to build his homemade oper-
ation, He found a 1940s-era

for"the man.

Next to the pedagraph is
a shoe pattern with mark-
ings that say “heel height”
(1.0), “foot length™ (26.25
cm), “short heel” (32.5), “ball

I’'m not trying to maki
a million dollars here
I'm just trying
to do something
1 feel good about.”

CCORDWAINER

Seal Rock is another fan

of Roman’s shoes. His wife
bought him a $600 pair of
burgundy and blue oxford
wingtip dance shoes for his
birthday last March. VanCre-
vald uses them only for danc
ing.

“They're great," he says.
“They look good, they fit me
well. And I dance better in
them.”

He often gets comments
about them in tango class.

“My shoes are the talk of
the town,” says vanCrevald,
who has extra-wide feet, as in
4E. “It's tough to find shoes
that don't pinch my feet.”

Before he became a cord-
wainer, Roman says he was
mostly a guy who wore sneak
ers. In fact, he still does. But
his appreciation for fine shoet
has grown. Immensely.

Once, he says he may have
asked himself, “Who would
buy a $900 pair of shoes?"
Now, if he walks into a store
and sees such a pair, he
thinks: “Oh, my God, this is
such a beautiful shoe.

“I just enjoy the intellec-
tual part of it.” he adds. “It's
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