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A Special Pair of Shoes
For our educator Mirjam whose family is in 
the Netherlands. Do you have loved ones far 
away? How do you keep in touch with them?

Hi, I’m Pip. I have a small pair of hand-carved wooden children’s 
shoes, given to me by my mother. They are 17.5 cm long, 6.5cm 
wide and 4cm tall.

I first remember them sitting on a shelf in our home when I was very 
young. I was SO small in fact, that when I first tried them on, they 
actually fitted me and I would clip-clop around. My mother had found 
them in an antique shop on Molesworth Street, Wellington. How they 
ended up there is a mystery, but luckily for us there are some clues to 
their history, written on the back of one of them, more than a hundred 
years ago!

Wooden shoes are often called clogs. These are heavy 
work shoes that were typically worn by French, Dutch 
and Belgian peasants or farming people, until the 
beginning of the twentieth century. 

Historians have traced the origin of clogs to at least 
850 years ago.

  Have you ever seen, or worn a pair 
  of clogs?

Fun facts
The oldest wooden shoe known was found in the 
Nieuwendijk in Amsterdam. This clog dates from 
around the year 1230 and is made of alder wood.

Known in French as sabots, and in Dutch as klompen, 
these sturdy shoes protected the feet of agricultural 
workers from mud and wet and from injury by the 
sharp tools used in the field. They were practical, hard 
wearing and warm, often stuffed with newspaper, 
straw or worn with thick socks.



We don’t know for sure but there is a good chance 
that these wooden shoes were sold by a Belgian 
family, at this time of hardship, to a soldier, or maybe 
a nurse, at the end of World War One. We could 
almost certainly describe them as a ‘war souvenir’, 
carried home to New Zealand from Namur, most 
probably as a gift for their family.

During World War One some of the fighting was 
taking place in Belgium. On 11th November, 1918 the 
Germans surrendered to the Allied forces and the 
Armistice (an agreement to stop the fighting) was 
declared. German soldiers started to evacuate, or 
withdraw, from Belgium. 

In December, men of the New Zealand Rifles 
marched past Namur in the advance of the Allied 
Second and Fourth Armies towards Germany. The 
Fourth Army had its headquarters in Namur; it was 
a place to bring war casualties, and soldiers came 
there for ‘R and R’ – or Rest and Recuperation - after 
the Armistice. 

Every week, from the end of December, drafts of up 
to 1000 soldiers at a time were demobilized (taken 
out of active service) and returned to Britain. The last 
draft took place on March 25th, 1919.

How did these shoes
come to New Zealand?

Namur (now in Belgium) painted by Clarkson 
Frederick Stanfield, 1838

In the past the shoes were made by hand in a variety of 
shapes and sizes depending on who would wear them. 
Each village had its own shoemaker and each carved 
different decorations.

Fun facts
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Some had rounded edges while others had pointed toes to 
help fishermen pull their nets in.

Farm workers also wore specially decorated wooden 
“Sunday shoes” to church and on holidays.

In World War I, entrenched soldiers wore wood and leather 
clogs called sabotines. Up until this time, clogs were still 
typically made by hand.

Today, wooden shoes are chiseled by intricate machines 
that can make a full shoe in a matter of minutes.



Play with words
Dutch proverbs and sayings 
connected to wooden shoes
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NOU BREEKT MIJN KLOMP!
Literal translation: Now breaks my wooden shoe!
Meaning: When something unexpected or astonishing 
happens or is being said.

Wooden shoes are very firm and strong, and don’t break 
easily, so to actually break the wooden shoe must be 
very unexpected! In English you would say ‘no way!’ or 
something similar.

“So you’re saying you actually like Brussel Sprouts? Now 
breaks my wooden shoe!”  

IETS OP DE KLOMPEN (kunnen) AANVOELEN:
Literal translation: (Being able) to feel something in 
wooden shoes. Meaning: Something being obvious.

In English you would say ‘feel it in your bones’.
  

DE KLOMPEN AAN DE 
WILGEN HANGEN
Literal translation: Hanging the 
wooden shoes to the willows
Meaning: To stop what one has 
been doing.

In English we say ‘let’s call it a day’.
  

OP DE KLOMP SPELEN
Translation: Playing the wooden 
shoe (as in playing the violin)
Meaning: Being abusive.

In English we would say ‘to fly off 
the handle’.

MET DE KLOMPEN IN ‘T 
GELAG KOMEN
Translation: Setting foot on ice with 
wooden shoes on.
Meaning: Acting carelessly, or 
treading in areas where one 
doesn’t belong, or making a slip of 
the tongue.

In English we would say ‘walking 
on thin ice’

OP EEN KLOMP EN EEN 
SLOF LOPEN
Translation: Walking on a wooden 
shoe and a slipper
Meaning: Being poor or needy.

In English we would say ‘not having 
two pennies to rub together’.

HIJ STAAT OP ZIJN WOORD 
ALS EEN BOER OP ZIJN 
KLOMPEN
Translation:  Standing on his word 
as a farmer on his wooden shoes.
Meaning: Remaining firm in one’s 
conviction, even if others disagree.

In English we would say ‘to stick to 
your guns’.

BOTER KARNEN IN EEN 
OUDE KLOMP
Translation: Churning butter in an 
old wooden shoe.
Meaning: Being stingy.

In English we would say ‘being a 
cheapskate’ or ‘a penny pincher’.

KLOMPEN UIT DEZELFDE WILGEN DRAGEN
Translation: Wearing wooden shoes made of the same 
willows.
Meaning: Getting along, getting on well with a person.



Wooden shoes

Wooden shoes were used as 
firewood once they were worn out.

Fun facts
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“In the past, Geta had the practical use of keeping 
your kimono off the ground and away from puddles, 
snow and dirt. Over time they’ve become the more 
casual type of traditional shoe and most suitable 
for yukata, the light summer kimono. 

They have a wooden base. I got a chance to 
wear this with yukata (a light summer kimono) 
when I was in Japan. 

I had to practice walking with these high 
heeled shoes, but it was really interesting.”

  

The European Union even gave 
the traditional all-wooden Dutch 
clogs a CE trademark as safety 
shoes. They can withstand almost 
any penetration (including sharp 
objects and concentrated acid 
and are actually safer than steel-
capped protective shoes in some 
circumstances, as the wood cracks 
rather than dents, allowing easy 
removal of the clog.

in other countries
Wooden Shoes are also found in other 
countries around the world and Himani, one 
of our educators, found some in Japan!

Traditional Japanese 
wooden Geta shoes

Geta



Wooden shoes
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n other countries

Mirjam has some wooden shoes 
painted especially for her by her 
grandfather in the Netherlands.

These are special clogs made to wear 
on your big toe. That is the toe that gets 
hurt the most in everyday life. ;)

True or False?

Organ grinder in Zandvoort, painted by 
Fritz von Uhde, 1883

Check out all the clogs in this painting. 
Can you count them all?

How many?
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  In this pack you’ll find a drawing of the  
  outline of a clog. 

You can print it out, OR if you have this image on your 
screen. You can trace the lines on a piece of paper 
you hold in front of the screen.

And then the fun begins! If you have some old 
magazines or drawings that you could recycle into 
something new, grab those and some glue. 

Mirjam gave herself the challenge not to use scissors 
but only her hands. She ripped little pieces 
of pages she liked and even found a 
rabbit in her magazine.

Now the rabbit is living in Mirjam’s clog. 
Who is living in yours?

Clog Creativity
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