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HERE TO SAVE YOUR SOLE

by Jane Mackay

Thirty-odd years ago, with a loan from his son’s English teacher, Demetrio V. Ramos opened Ramos Shoe Repair on the northern edge of Healdsburg’s central Plaza.

Although the town has changed greatly in those years, from hard-edged farm town to favored wine country destination of moneyed Bay Area folks, Ramos Shoe Repair has not—it has moved a block and a half from the Plaza, but it’s still providing cobbler service that is as personal as the workmanship is fine.
“My mom pushed my dad to open the shop,” says George G. Ramos, who bought the business from his father about thirteen years ago. “He’d been working at the lumber mill, but in the ‘Seventies trade started going downhill. Mr. Murphy gave him a loan to start the business and when he opened, Dad was still working at the lumber mill. When I got off school—I was a sophomore at the high school—I’d come in and take over and Dad would go to the mill. He worked swing shift.”
In learning the craft of cobbling from his father, George followed family tradition.

“We’re three generations,” he says proudly. “My grandfather was a shoemaker in the old country—Mexico. When my dad was eight, my grandfather taught him the trade.”
Ramos Shoe Repair occupies a narrow space between Revolution Skate Shop and Bill’s Barber Shop. On the other side of Revolution is Jim’s Barber Shop, which, like Bill’s, sports the iconic red-white-and-blue striped pole to one side of its door. The block, from Everywear Men’s and Women’s Clothing at the southern end to the recently closed MAC’s Auto Parts on the northern end, is a mixture of Healdsburg old and new, a blend reflected in the businesses across the street. 

The pedestrian crosswalk leads neatly across Healdsburg Avenue from Hardwear (the working man brother of Everywear) to Ramos’ unassuming door, where George receives customers from all walks of life, the changing nature of whom reflects the changes in the town over three decades.

“Ninety percent of my business is regulars, but I also get a lot of tourists,” George says. “It’s kind of neat, because I get people from different cultures: Mexican, German, French, Chinese, Japanese, New Zealand. But even though it’s changed a lot, I treat everyone the same. I don’t care if they’re wealthy or living on the street. And if they try to get snotty,” he says with a sly grin, “I let them know.  
“A lot of businesses, they depend on tourism, but all I see is shoes.”
And shoes are what a customer sees when she walks through the faded blue, glass-paneled door. Along one wall, wooden shelves are lined with boots and shoes. The scent of leather fills the air and envelops the customer in its warmth. To an undiscerning eye, the rows of boots look like just that: boots. But as George describes the purpose behind their presence on his shelves, they begin to reveal more about the role this small shop plays in this town and the wider community.

“These are Wesco,” he says, pointing to heavy-duty black boots. “I’m always looking for good quality, well-made products and these are number one. I stock these especially for the fire fighters—wild land, industry, that sort of thing. Next is Danner, the fire fighters buy them for station boots; they’re also good for hiking and hunting.

“Then there’s Chippewa, they’re made in the U.S.A. and they’re good for ranching, farming. Then at the lower end is Durango,” he concludes, pointing dismissively to a row of boots tucked beneath a shelf of shoeboxes. By this time, I feel almost sorry for the Durango boots, being ranked so low on this scale of quality and purpose. “All of these are made by U.S. companies,” he adds.

The bell hanging on the back of the door tinkles and two women enter, one in a motorized wheelchair, the other walking unaided but with difficulty. Maneuvering her wheelchair deftly between shoebox-supported displays, the woman says to George, “You have shoes for diabetics.” She points to her friend, who carefully lowers herself onto a chair placed before the shelves. The woman’s own feet are encased in thick, cream socks, designed especially for arthritics, that she bought on an earlier visit to the shop.

Before the friend has finished seating herself, George is at her side, a shoe and a catalogue in his hands. He shows the shoe to both women. “See how soft this is? It’s specially cushioned.” Taking turns pushing the shoe’s cushioning with their hands, they “Oooh” over its comfort. 

“Diabetics really have to take care of their feet,” George explains to me while the women examine the shoe, “because if they get an injury it might never heal and it could lead to gangrene and they could lose their leg.”
George crouches on one knee by each woman in turn, gently removing the shoe or sock she is wearing and slipping a new shoe on, answering their questions, attending to the footwear needs of their bodies and their lives. When the pair happily departs, fifteen or twenty minutes later, they have placed orders for two pairs of special shoes and a pair of Minnetonka house shoes—crafted from moose skin, as soft as a chamois cloth and soled for outdoor wear.

Besides footwear, the shop houses an eclectic collection of goods for sale: orthotics and shoe laces hanging near the door; foot sprays, leather sprays, shoe polish displayed in a glass case tucked by the front window; three women’s leather jackets taken on consignment hanging behind a chest-high stack of shoe boxes atop which sit a lamp and three action figures; white, black, and tan moccasins decorated with brightly colored beads; sheepskin-lined slippers from Whidbey Island, Washington; and two racks hung with beautiful woollen capes.

“These are sarapes,” George says, running his hand over a cape. “They’re one hundred percent wool. My sister-in-law, who’s a Franciscan nun—she lives in Coroneo, that’s in Guanajuato, which is a state in Mexico—she knows the people who make them. Last year we went down and toured the place. They have big wooden looms ...” George’s eyes light with the joy of the craftsman as he remembers the looms and the weavers who worked them. 

“There’s no dye,” he continues. “These colors—” he points to rich cream and chocolate brown woven in patterns “—are all natural wool. So they’ll never fade.”
Behind the short, narrow counter that divides the store across the middle is George’s workshop, set up with the original equipment with which his father established it thirty years before. At one side, past the Durango boots and the consigned leather jackets, is the doorway into the workshop.

George stands behind the counter. Along the wall on his right is a workbench, to his left a freestanding bench dividing the work space lengthwise; he needs only to turn and take a half-step in either direction to be at a work surface. Around his feet, spilling out from beneath the counter are more shoe boxes, sections of old newspapers—the accumulation of years. A radio-tape deck sits to one side; the LCD display of a radio alarm clock shows the time in red letters. Hanging above the counter is a faded black-and-white photo of a soccer team posed before a goal. Printed on it in white script is: Sub. Campeones del Estado “Suc 26” de Fresnillo, Zac Rio Grande, Zac 20 de Nov. de 1948.

“That’s my dad,” George says proudly, taking down the picture and pointing to a young man. “He was a football player—a soccer player. He was nineteen years old. Do we look alike?” He looks at me eagerly. I agree that I see a resemblance. “If I showed you pictures of me and my dad when we were the same age, you wouldn’t be able to tell us apart.”
It wasn’t George’s intention to take over the family business from his father. After graduating from Healdsburg High School, George studied bookkeeping and accounting at Santa Rosa Junior College, then, in 1985, “Got married and kinda left my dad alone for about seven years.” During that time he worked at a winery, while his wife, who majored in sociology and business at Stanford, worked in the accounting department at National Cash Register Company. Finally, after giving his father and himself a good break, he bought the business, and Ramos Shoe Repair passed on to its second generation.

“I’ve been on my own now for about thirteen years,” George says, smiling, “and I love it.”
The third-youngest child of six—five boys and a girl—George was four, and the baby of the family, when his parents moved from Mexico to Sonoma County in 1960. 

“I grew up in Cloverdale,” he explains. “So I grew up in a place where there were only a handful, maybe three or four, Hispanic families. So you can say I grew up in the Anglo culture. So I understand it and I’m not intimidated by it. I don’t see color, I just see people.

“But I also understand our culture too, because pretty much every December we’d go back to the old country, so that helped to keep the culture and the language alive. We spoke Spanish at home and English at school.”
George and his wife and their family—all of whom smile from a studio portrait that hangs by the photo of his father’s soccer team—live in neighboring Windsor, in a house they bought in 1988 with the proceeds of the sale of their first home, a semi-detached condominium, bought two years earlier and sold at the height of the market. They would love to live in Healdsburg, but that is a dream that George sees no way of bringing to reality.

“Back when my Dad opened the shop you could afford to buy a house here,” he says. “But now, with all the people from Marin County coming to this area ...” 

But the continually growing town also means new clientele.

“I’m still getting new customers even now, after thirteen years,” George says, “which is amazing. There are always new people, someone who doesn’t know about the shoe repair shop.”
Many are surprised that such a shop exists in Healdsburg. “It is rare, a business like this,” he agrees. “The older folks, when they retire, no one takes their place. It’s rare, any kind of trade where you work with your hands. The people from Europe who come in, say, ‘We value you a lot, your profession.’”
It is apparent that one of the reasons Ramos Shoe Repair is still vibrant and alive in its second generation is the easy rapport George establishes with his customers, from the leather-clad, bearded biker needing his boot stitched back together to the well-known gourd artist coming in to restock her supply of a particular shoe polish (in particular colors—“Silver and gold—it’s holiday season!” she exclaims when George asks) that she uses for paint.

As yet another customer departs with a pair of lovingly resoled shoes, George turns to me and grins.

“I joke around with people,” he says. “I say, ‘Yes, I’m here to save your sole.’”
The equipment that helps George in saving people’s soles is pistachio green and solid like an old, iron tractor. I ask him the steps in turning a bad shoe into good.

“First I take out the old, bad material,” he explains. “Then I prepare the surface and glue on the new sole. Then I trim it on the Five-in-one machine. That’s what it’s called,” he says. “It’s just called the Five-in-one-machine.” This multi-talented machine sits on the far end of the freestanding workbench and looks like an old meat mincer, the kind that clamped to the edge of the table and had a hand-crank to operate the mechanics.

“Next I stitch the sole on the Landes Aristocrat Stitcher—this machine is over fifty years old; my dad bought it used. Then I nail the heels if necessary, and apply wax around the edge.”
He turns around to face the dominant presence of the workshop. Stretching the length of the back wall is the Landis 2000, a finishing machine from whose lower side sprout short arms holding metal doughnuts clad in various grades of sandpaper or bristling with brush hairs. It is a magnificent machine. 

“I use this to buff the sole and the edge,” George says, pointing to the sandpapered doughnuts. “Then, the last thing, this is a sander-buffer and I use it to get the sole super-smooth. I’ll show you.”
He reaches up to an arm rearing up from one end of the Landis 2000 and turns it on. The solid wheel on the end spins and George gently touches a brand-new leather sole to its surface, where he lets it buzz for a second then pulls the sole away and holds it out for me to touch. The small, buzzed circle is smoother than silk.

“It takes me approximately two hours to resole and heel a shoe,” George says. “It would take less time if I wanted to just throw them on there, which I don’t like to do. I like to take my time. That part I learned from my mom. She’s a stickler for doing a good job. I learned the craft from my Dad and I’ve made my own contributions—so now, I guess you could say, I’ve created my own style.”
The doorbell has tinkled again and a mother and daughter stand shyly on the other side of the counter. George turns around and speaks to them in Spanish, smiling and taking down a pair of girl’s shoes from the shelves that line one side wall. The little girl smiles as George hands her her shoes, while her mother searches her purse for change. 

After an animated exchange in Spanish, in which I catch the words: No problema, the mother puts the bill she had extracted back into her purse, and the pair departs. George turns to me and explains, “I do that sometimes. When I don’t have change, I trust them to bring it in later.”
I ask if he makes shoes as well as repairs them, and he replies that no, he’s just a cobbler, although he does modify shoes to orthopedic specifications.
“But I am thinking of expanding into custom leather work,” he adds. “Belts, wrist straps with studs, that kind of thing. I’ve found the vendors for all the parts I need and I have the designs in my head, it’s just a matter of finding the time to get started.”
I remark that with Revolution Skateboard Shop next door bringing in a regular stream of teens, he could start seeing a whole new group of customers. He grins and nods.

As if on cue, the doorbell tinkles. It is the mother with her daughter. Breathless, she hastens to the counter and hands George a ten-dollar bill. 

“See, they always come back,” he says.
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