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My great-grandfather Jonathan Lobb,
who founded the business, was born
in Cornwall. As far as we know, he
used the walking stick in my office

(pictured above right) to walk to London to
look for work. When he couldn’t get a job he
went to Australia where he made boots for
miners which had hollow heels so the men
could hide their gold to keep it safe. He
returned and set up his own business in
London, where he prospered before letting
his son carry on the company.

Six generations later, I took over as
chairman when my uncle died in 1993. My
three sons work with me and we have 25
employees. When I took over, my vision was
just to keep the family business going. This
isn’t a company that you can expand
frantically, so we’ve had to concentrate 
on training new people to do the work.
Fortunately, we’ve had young people who www.johnlobbltd.co.uk

have wanted to learn and we’ve trained them
– so the firm carries on. Maintaining a flow 
of new craftsman – and keeping them – is the
most important challenge we’ve had for many
years now because in the old days crafts like
ours were passed from father to son. 

When I took over there were perhaps 30
similar firms around London’s West End, with
quite a large pool of craftsman. That has now
dwindled to three firms, none of whom do it
as exclusively as we do and so it’s necessary
to have the right people to keep the business

going. My great-grandfather would feel 
very much at home if he came back today.
Obviously there are things such as computers
and telephones that he wouldn’t recognise,
but the actual work – the making of the
shoes, all by hand – is done essentially in the
same way as he would have done it.

We’ve never changed anything and it’s 
not a bad thing, as people love that. When
customers come here [the shop in St James’s
Street, London] they can see a lot of the work
going on. I think they rather like it because
they can be reassured that what they are
getting is a genuine and well-made article.

Keeping the shop in the family seems one
way of carrying on a good business. It’s rare
these days but not unusual. If you don’t do
that, you sell up and give up. But we haven’t
done that yet – we keep going.

“When customers come
here, they can see the work
going on and are reassured
they’re getting a genuine
and well-made article”

Best foot forward:
John Hunter Lobb in
the wood-panelled

St James’s Street
store, where shoes

and boots are 
still handmade 

John Hunter Lobb 
The chairman and managing director of bespoke shoemaker John Lobb shows us around the family business


