
The Industrial Revolution in Europe and the Western world in the 19th century changed the

economic and manufacturing landscape beyond recognition. Pioneers in sectors such as coal,

iron and steel, electricity, chemicals, machinery, and the transport industry were the first 

to make their fortunes. They were soon joined by entrepreneurs in industries such as textiles,

leather and footwear who established strong positions in the international market. 

One such company was Switzerland’s Bally shoe factory. 

From revolution to evolution

Although the Bally name is
recognised today around the globe
for its high quality footwear, the

company’s move into shoe production
was almost a coincidence. Having taken
control of his father’s elastic ribbon and
suspender manufacturing company in
Schönenwerd with his brother in 1847,
Carl Franz Bally was enchanted by the
shoes he saw on sale in Paris during a
business trip to the French capital in 1850.
He promptly returned to Switzerland and
set about visiting local cobblers to learn

more about shoe construction before
establishing a production line in the
basement of his own home the following
year. 

Setting up a footwear company
without experience was no easy feat and
the firm faced production and quality
problems in the early years. Although
Bally brought in experienced German
shoemakers to make the shoes, with just
30 workers the company only managed
to produce a few hundred pairs of
handmade shoes a year. Even with each

craftsman working a 16-hour day it still
took one to two days to produce a single
pair. But he persevered and, having
ironed out many of the initial teething
problems, production was expanded in
the 1850s and, after his brother decided
to leave the family firm, Carl Franz
formed a new company, C.F. Bally. He
then established a factory, implemented a
sales structure, opened his first retail
outlets in Bern and Zurich and began
exporting Bally shoes to South America.
The Bally brand was born. ➤
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Stepping up production

The company expanded throughout the
1860s and the amount of space devoted to
shoe manufacturing at the firm’s ribbon
factory continued to increase, providing
employment for some 500 workers.
Production was then further increased
with the introduction of sewing machines
into the manufacturing process. However,
the next significant step came in the
1870s when Carl Franz’s eldest son
Edward visited the UK and the USA and
saw new technologies as well as new
distribution models that were making
mass production a viable reality. On his
return, the company imported the latest
shoe machinery from the USA and
radically altered production to become
almost totally mechanised. This led to
significant expansion, with new branches
opening in Montevideo, Buenos Aries,
Geneva and Paris. By the time Edward
and his brother Arthur took over the
company from Carl Franz in 1892 the
firm had become one of the leading
names in the European footwear industry,
recognised the world over for its high
quality and well-fitting shoes. 

C.F. Bally enjoyed this enviable position
for the next 15 years or so, by which time
the third generation of the family, Ernst

and Max Bally, had already joined the
company. And although there were tough
times when demand was low, the company
managed to survive the storms to live
another day and prosper.

This roller coaster of fortunes
continued well into the 20th century.
During World War I demand increased
significantly as Bally was contracted to
produce some 10,000 pairs of military
footwear a week for the Swiss Army
during the first year of the war alone. It
then went on to supply the French army
in the second year and, although this led
to the company being boycotted by
Germany, Bally employed some 7,159
people and produced nearly four million
pairs of shoes in 1916—60% of which
were sold abroad. But, following this
boom, the post-war years brought a huge
lull in demand due to the monetary crises
in France and Germany and, as a result,
Bally’s production had declined to 1.83
million pairs by 1921. 

Expanding horizons

This difficult period lasted for several
years but, rather than burying their heads
in the sand and waiting for the storm to
pass, the Bally family continued to adapt
to the changing industrial landscape. It

opened more retail outlets around the
globe and, having already established
overseas manufacturing facilities in Lyon,
France, in 1913, it intensified its
commitment to this strategy. Even during
the hard times between 1921 and 1927,
the company opened new production sites
in Cape Town, South Africa (1921),
Norwich, UK (1923) and Vienna, Austria
(1924). This strategy paid off. Having
its own ancillary factories, Bally could serve
its clients in different countries on an
individual basis and produce footwear to
meet each market’s widely varied
requirements. This was an invaluable tool
for Bally as it realised that the size and
shape of women’s feet varied greatly from
country to country. 

But even back in the early 20th
century, cheap imported shoes were a
problem in Europe. Whilst countries
such as the UK and France had protected
themselves with import taxes, the Swiss
market was flooded with such products,
putting Bally under great pressure. This
was further exacerbated by a severe
shortfall in the supply of hides and
leather in 1939 that pushed up prices
further. Still determined not to be beaten,
when the Swiss Army ordered heavy
military shoes at the beginning of World
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War II Bally sought an alternative to
leather and established a factory to
produce rubber shoes. 

It survived once again and after the war
in 1945 the raw materials situation eased
and demand for shoes in both Switzerland
and abroad improved. This increase in
production coincided with an influx of
new foreign workers, mainly from Italy,
and Bally was once again able to adapt to a
new situation.

As the world moved into the second half
of the 20th century and the effects of the
war lessened, Bally continued as a pioneer
in quality, technology and production and,
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, led the
way in introducing widespread footwear
testing. During this time the test and
control department developed numerous
footwear tests and testing machinery that
are now recognised both nationally and
internationally, including the permeometer
and the flexometer, as well as the first
dynamic test methods for footwear which
replaced the static tests that had previously
been used. The impact and importance of
the work done by Bally in this area was
held in high esteem by the industry and
this was really recognised when the head
of its test department Dr. E. Baumann
became the first ever Swiss president of
IULTCS, the International Union of
Leather Technicians and Chemists
Societies, in 1963.

Swimming against the tide 

In spite of this constant innovation and
attention to detail Bally still faced an uphill
struggle by the late 1960s when more and
more of it competitors had begun to move
production to low labour cost countries.
By 1969 every second shoe sold in

Switzerland was imported and this
situation posed a huge threat to Bally’s
survival. 

As the Bally family then began to retire
from the management team in 1970, the
first signs of recession started to emerge.
Speculation about the company’s future
was rife and both workers and customers
became unsettled. By 1977 new investors
were sought, but many of them had little
experience in the footwear industry or
failed to make the right decisions. The
future looked bleak.

But Bally bounced back once again and
in 1980 the brand enjoyed a boost when it
became a status symbol in some Far East
countries. Once again it appeared that it
would weather the storm and emerge
triumphant. But this was short-lived as fate
once again struck a cruel blow in 1991
when a general recession set in. Bally not
only failed to react quickly enough to the
fast-changing world markets but also made
some serious strategic mistakes in terms of
management and its product range, which
in modern business is more than enough to
cripple a company.

In the past, when margins had been
significantly higher, footwear producers
could survive such mistakes by reducing
the workforce and falling back on reserves
accrued in good years. In the modern
world, with lower cost countries claiming
an ever-increasing market share, missing a
season can be catastrophic even when
demand for quality footwear and luxury
goods is high and although Bally survived,
its future was far from secure. 

A spirited effort

This plight is a familiar one in the
21st century as many long-established

European producers have suffered the same
fate. But Bally has weathered many
difficult situations before, including two
world wars, and although the Bally family
may have long departed, the spirit that has
ensured the brand’s survival for 160 years
has not. 

Following the bad decisions made in
the early 1990s, the ailing company was
acquired by investment firm Texas Pacific
Group in 1999 and Bally has slowly been
turned around and is once again bouncing
back.

Although the figures are a far cry from
those of its heyday, the company now
employs 400 staff in Switzerland and 984
at its overseas operations, an impressive
figure for a European manufacturer in the
21st century. The company’s men’s shoes
are still made in Caslano Ticinese in
Switzerland, whilst the majority of its
ladies’ footwear production is outsourced.
It also runs 237 retail outlets around the
world and views itself as a serious
competitor for brands such as Salvatore,
Tod’s and Ferragamo. Bally posted growth
of 15-20% in 2006 and continues to
expand its horizons. It recently appointed
well-known American shoe designer
Brian Atwood to head up its international
design team in Switzerland, which will
hopefully ensure the company’s future
and guarantee that the mistakes of the
early ’90s are never repeated.

Main image and above: Bally 2007 Collection
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