More about Women’s Shoes

One of my current partners bought two sets of shoes at Comme il Faut, which is at the moment the premier tango shoe store in Buenos Aires.  She got them in the store itself, fitted by the tireless staff there.  One pair she loves.  She can dance in them for two and a half hours nonstop before her feet give out.  The other pair are only good for just over one hour.  Apparently, small differences in fit really matter.  At least they do when you are balancing above 3 ½ inch heels.

How can you tell a really good fit?  Talking this over with both tango dancers and ballet dancers (pointe shoes hurt a lot, too), I have a theory.  A good fit is snug enough to hold your foot with a little bit of a squeeze but not so snug as to be tight.  Men can get there with leather shoes, because leather can start out too tight, but stretch to fit.  Women’s shoes have too little material to be allowed to stretch into fit.  If they have much give, they will stretch past fitting soon thereafter.  So the initial stretch in a woman’s shoes is mostly give in the stitching.   This is a fixed amount.
The idea of a snug but not tight fit is that it holds the metatarsal arch, i.e. the ball of the foot.  This braces the secondary arch between the ball of the big toe and the ball of the little toe so that it can stays an arch even under load or twisting.  But it does not cram the arch together so that it grinds the joints.  
My theory goes on.  A good fit also binds the arch up well enough that it slows swelling.  Swelling happens as the feet accumulate fluid from use or from just standing a long time.  People with strong, flexible feet have less of this, which is one reason some can dance all night and others cannot.   Flexible feet do two things.  First, they cushion landings and push-offs so there is less bruising.   And second, the flexing itself pumps fluid out.
One obvious problem is that a shoe that has just the right amount of snugness first thing in the morning is too darn tight late in the day when the milonga is about to start, and the shoe that is perfect for the first dance in the milonga is small two hours later.   Some solve this problem by having a series of shoes with slightly different fits.  They switch to their “comfort” shoes later in the evening.  These shoes are old friends.  Often they are shoes that were perfect for the first dance earlier in their lives, but have stretched from good use, since.

A solution I have seen is a shoe with a short lacing across the top of the ball of the foot.  This allows width adjustment, day by day.   I have also seen a buckle, but I think that does not allow accurate enough adjustments.

Another solution is to put pads at the ball of the foot inside the shoe, to make a shoe that is not snug enough snug again.   This remedy seems so simple and useful that it would be universally adopted if it really worked.  It is not.  
So the search goes on for the shoe that will allow a tangera to dance all night.  By the time she finds it, she has been dancing more than 6 years and her feet are like spring-steel.  She could dance in flip-flops.  She is not fussy about fit or maker anymore.  She buys shoes the color of tropical parrots, purely for the look.
Before I leave this topic let me make a small shout in the wilderness about practice shoes.   Many practice in jazz dance sneakers, or in other professional dancer wear.   I have often wondered about using a 2 or 2 ½ inch leather “character shoe” as made by a recognized ballet shoe manufacturer such as Capezio, Bloch, or Sancha.  These shoes are built for comfort with hard use.   And they have a closed toe that offers some protection during practice sessions.   I finally convinced someone to try a pair.   She loves them.   And I think she dances better in them than her 3 ½ inch heels.  (I don’t think she can handle the higher heels yet.)  The next step up the ladder is “Latin dance” shoes by the same makers, which are designed for ballroom dancers but look like tango.  Another advantage of all these shoes is that they cost $50-$80 and can be purchased online from discount dance supply stores catering to semi-professionals.  That is under half what the “Comme il Faut” shoes cost.  But don’t expect to be mistaken for an experienced dancer if you wear these to a milonga.
Myself as a man, I dance in “jazz” shoes that cost under $30 for the best of them.   I have learned not to bring that point up in the presence of women who just bought new shoes from Argentina.  I also had a pair of 1 ½ “Latin” heeled shoes, for when I am dancing some taller women I know.  I think if I were shorter, I would wear them all the time.  But I really can dance longer and more accurately with flat shoes.  Another advantage of my unusual solution is that my “shoe” is really a soft leather sock with a thin rubber pad under the ball of the foot, nothing in the arch, and a small rubber heel.   If I bump into my partner’s foot, I am bumping with something soft—no hard edges at all.  But I think many leads will prefer a bit more structure to their shoes.
