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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF THE
VINTAGE LEE
JEANS GUIDE

In the world of heritage
denim,  few  names
carry  the  weight  and
authenticity of H.D. Lee
Mercantile  Company.
Whi le  Levi 's  often
steals  the  spotlight  in
popular  culture,  a
dedicated  community
o f  co l l ec to r s  and
fashion  enthusiasts
knows  that  a  pair  of
v intage  Lee  jeans
offers  a  unique  blend
of rugged functionality,
distinctive design, and
American  history.  If

you are looking to build
a  collection  or  simply
find a pair of jeans with
genuine character, this
comprehensive vintage
Lee  jeans  guide  will
wa lk  you  th rough
everything you need to
know. From the iconic
back  pocket  stitching
to the subtle details of
u n i o n  l a b e l s ,
understanding  Lee's
heritage  is  the  first
s t e p  t o w a r d
appreciating why these
jeans  remain  highly
sought  after  decades
after  they  were  first
stitched.

A BRIEF HISTORY
OF LEE JEANS:
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MORE THAN
OVERALLS

Founded  in  1889  in
Salina,  Kansas,  the
H.D.  Lee  Mercantile
Company  in i t ia l ly
focused  on  grocery
products.  It  was  not
unti l  1911  that  the
company  shifted  its
focus to manufacturing
workwear.  Lee  quickly
distinguished itself with
a focus on practicality
and  innovation.  While
other  brands  focused
o n  r i v e t s ,  L e e
pioneered the concept
of  the  men's  zipper
fly  with  their  101Z
model in the 1920s, a
radical  departure from
the standard button fly
o f  t h e  e r a .  T h i s
innovation,  along  with
the introduction of the
Union-Alls  and  the
iconic  Storm  Rider
jacket ,  cemented
Lee's  reputation  as  a
maker  of  durable ,

functional  clothing  for
the  working  class.
Understanding  this
history  is  crucial  for
any vintage Lee jeans
guide,  as  the  era  of
production  heavily
dictates the value and
characteristics  of  a
pair.

KEY FEATURES OF
VINTAGE LEE
JEANS

Identifying  genuine
v intage  Lee  jeans
requires a keen eye for
specific  details.  Unlike
modern  reproductions,
original vintage pieces
have  distinct  markers
that tell  a story about
t h e i r  a g e  a n d
authenticity.  Here  are
the  primary  features
you  need  to  know.

The Lazy



Vintage Lee Jeans Guide 3

3

S Back
Pocket

Stitching
Perhaps  the  most
recognizable feature of
Lee jeans is the "Lazy
S "  b a c k  p o c k e t
stitching.  Unlike  the
double  arcuate  of
Levi's,  Lee's  stitching
f o r m s  a  s i n g l e ,
sweeping  curve  that
resembles  a  flattened
let ter  'S ' .  On  t rue
vintage  pairs,  this
stitching was done with
a heavy,  thick thread,
often  in  a  contrasting
gold  or  yellow  color.
The shape and density
of  this  st i tch  are  a
primary  indicator  of
authenticity.  Later
reproductions often get
the  cu rve  wrong ,
making it  too tight  or
too loose.

Hardware
: Buttons
and
Rivets
Vintage  Lee  hardware
i s  d i s t i n c t .  T h e
c o m p a n y  u s e d  a
variety of button styles
over the decades. Early
buttons  were  often
s tamped  w i th  the
"H.D. Lee Mercantile
C o . "  n a m e  a n d
featured a concave or
domed  shape.  Rivets
on  vintage  Lee  jeans
are  also  smaller  and
less  bulky  than  those
found on other brands.
A key detail is that Lee
often used self-fabric
rivets  on  the  back
pockets,  meaning  the
rivets  were  covered
with denim to prevent
scratching  furniture



4

4 Vintage Lee Jeans Guide 2025-05-08

and  sadd les .  Th is
"hidden  rivet"  detail
was a hallmark of Lee's
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
practicality.

The
Union
Label
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
reliable ways to date a
pair  of  vintage  Lee
jeans  is  by  examining
the  union  label  sewn
into  the  waistband  or
pocke t .  F rom  the
1930s  through  the
1 9 7 0 s ,  L e e  u s e d
specific  union  labels
that  changed  over
time.  A  label  with  a
blue  eagle  indicates
production  between
1933 and 1936, as part
o f  the  New  Dea l ' s
National  Recovery
Administration.  Later
labels include the AFL-

CIO  merger  details,
which can help narrow
down  a  pai r  to  the
1950s  or  1960s.  A
thorough  vintage  Lee
jeans guide will always
emphasize  the  union
label  as  a  pr imary
dating  tool.

The
Leather
Patch
Lee's  leather  patch  is
a n o t h e r  c r i t i c a l
identifier.  On  early
models, the patch is a
s imple,  embossed
leather piece featuring
the Lee name and the
model number, such as
101  o r  101B .  The
shape  of  the  patch
changed  over  the
years,  moving  from a
s q u a r e  t o  a  m o r e
shield-like shape in the
1940s and 1950s. The
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condition of  the patch
is also a major factor in
the overall value of the
jeans, as it is often the
first part to deteriorate.

ICONIC VINTAGE
LEE MODELS TO
KNOW

The  world  of  vintage
L e e  J e a n s  i s  n o t
monolithic.  Different
models were designed
for  different  purposes.
Here  are  the  most
important  models  you
should recognize.

The 101
and 101Z
The  Lee  101  is  the
flagship  model.  The
'101'  des ignat ion
originally  referred  to
the denim weight and
qual ity.  The  101Z,
in t roduced  in  the
1920s,  was  the  first
Lee  jean  to  feature  a

zipper  fly.  These  are
the  most  collectible
models,  especially  in
heavyweight  denim.
The  101  typ ica l ly
features  a  button  fly,
while the 101Z uses a
z i p p e r .  B o t h  a r e
characterized  by  a
stra ight  leg  and  a
relatively high rise.

The 101B
(Belt
Loop
Model)
Before the 101B, many
Lee  jeans  relied  on  a
buckle-back system for
cinching the waist. The
101B  was  the  model
t h a t  i n t r o d u c e d
standard  belt  loops,
making  them  more
versatile  and  modern.
This model became the
standard for workwear
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i n  t h e  m i d - 2 0 t h
century.  Vintage 101B
jeans  often  feature  a
beautiful,  dark  indigo
denim  with  a  heavy,
slubby texture.

The
Storm
Rider
Jacket
No  vintage  Lee  jeans
guide  is  complete
without mentioning the
jacket.  The  Storm
Rider  was  introduced
in the 1930s as a lined
d e n i m  j a c k e t .  I t
features  a  distinctive
blanket  lining  (often
plaid  or  red  wool),  a
corduroy  collar,  and
two satchel-style  front
pockets.  The  Storm
Rider is arguably Lee's
most  iconic  piece  of
outerwear and is highly

collectible  in  its  own
right.

HOW TO DATE
YOUR VINTAGE LEE
JEANS

Dating  vintage  Lee
jeans  is  a  detective
game.  By  combining
c l u e s  f r o m  t h e
hardware,  labels,  and
construction  methods,
you can often pinpoint
t h e  d e c a d e  o f
production.  Here  is  a
simplified  timeline
based on key features.

1930s: Look for
a blue eagle
union label,
buckle-back
cinch, and
suspender
buttons. The
leather patch is
often square.
Denim is very
heavy, typically
around 14 to 15
ounces.
1940s: WWII-era
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jeans feature
painted patches
instead of leather
to conserve
materials. The
buckle back was
often replaced by
a simpler cinch.
Zipper flies
became more
common, though
button flies
persisted.
1950s: The
golden era for
Lee. Leather
patches return
with a shield
shape. The Lazy
S stitching is
very pronounced.
Union labels
reflect the AFL
and CIO merger.
Belt loops are
standard.
1960s-1970s:
Denim weights
begin to drop.
Paper or plastic
patches replace
leather on some

models. The
stitching
becomes less
robust. These are
less collectible
than earlier
models but still
desirable for
their authentic
patina.

SIZING AND FIT:
WHAT TO EXPECT

One  of  the  biggest
c h a l l e n g e s  f o r
n e w c o m e r s  i s
understanding  vintage
sizing.  Vintage  Lee
jeans were not vanity-
s ized  l ike  modern
jeans.  A  tagged  size
34 from the 1950s will
fit  more  like  a  modern
size 30 or  31.  Always
measure  the  actual
garment,  not  the  tag
s i z e .  K e y
measurements  to  look
fo r  a re  the  waist
circumference,  the
rise  (almost  always
high), and the inseam.
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Vintage Lee jeans often
have  a  very  straight,
generous  leg  opening,
which  is  very  different
from  modern  slim  fits.
Collectors  often  refer
t o  t h i s  a s  a  " t r u e
straight leg" that works
well with work boots.

INVESTMENT AND
COLLECTIBILITY:
WHY THEY MATTER

Collecting  vintage  Lee
jeans is not just about
f a s h i o n ;  i t  i s  a n
investment .  Rare
models  in  excellent
condition,  particularly
pre-1960s  examples
with  the  original  finish
and strong indigo, can
fetch hundreds or even
thousands  of  dollars.
The market for vintage
d e n i m  h a s  g r o w n
steadily, with Japanese
buyers  and  high-end
v in tage  re ta i l e r s
driving  demand.  The
k e y  f a c t o r s  t h a t
determine  value  are:

rarity,  condition,
originality, and size.
Deadstock  (unworn)
vintage  Lee  jeans  are
t h e  h o l y  g r a i l  o f
collecting.

Repairs
and
Alteration
s
O r i g i n a l i t y  i s
paramount .  Whi le
some  repa i r s  a re
acceptable,  heavily
altered  or  patched
jeans  lose  significant
value. A pair of vintage
Lee  jeans  that  has
been hemmed or taken
in at the waist is less
desirable  than  a  pair
that  remains  in  i ts
original,  unaltered
state. However, even a
well-worn  pair  with
genuine wear patterns



Vintage Lee Jeans Guide 9

9

can be highly desirable
for  someone  looking
for authentic workwear
character.

WHERE TO FIND
AUTHENTIC
VINTAGE LEE
JEANS

Finding  the  real  thing
requires  patience  and
knowledge.  Here  are
the  most  re l i ab le
avenues  for  sourcing
authentic  vintage  Lee
jeans.

Estate Sales1.
and Thrift
Stores: In rural
areas, especially
in the Midwest
and West, old
pairs of Lee jeans
can still be found
in closets. This is
the most cost-
effective method,
but requires
significant luck
and time.
Online2.

Auctions:
Platforms like
eBay and Etsy
are the largest
marketplaces.
However, you
must be cautious
of fakes and
reproductions.
Learn to read the
union labels and
stitching details
before bidding.
Specialized3.
Vintage Denim
Shops: High-end
vintage stores in
major cities or
online specialist
shops offer
curated
selections. You
will pay a
premium, but the
authentication is
usually
guaranteed.
Japanese4.
Vintage Stores:
Japan has an
incredible
appreciation for
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American
heritage denim.
Japanese vintage
stores often have
the best-
preserved
examples,
though prices are
high.

CARING FOR YOUR
VINTAGE LEE
JEANS

Once you own a piece
of history, you need to
care  for  it  properly.
A v o i d  f r e q u e n t
washing.  Most  vintage
denim  enthusiasts
r e c o m m e n d  s p o t
cleaning and airing out
the jeans. When you do
wash them, turn them
inside  out,  use  cold
water ,  and  a  mi ld
detergent.  Never  put
vintage  Lee  jeans  in
the dryer; the heat can
cause  significant
shrinkage and damage
to  the  stitching  and
patch.  Hang  them  to

dry  flat,  away  from
direct  sunlight.  This
preservation  is  crucial
to  maintaining  their
value  and  structural
integrity.

THE MODERN
INFLUENCE OF
VINTAGE LEE

The  influence  of
vintage  Lee  jeans  on
modern  fashion  is
undeniable.  Major
d e s i g n e r s  a n d
contemporary  denim
brands  frequent ly
reference  Lee's  iconic
details,  such  as  the
Lazy  S  stitch  and  the
high-rise  fit.  The
Japanese  "denimhead"
culture,  in  particular,
has elevated Lee to a
near-mythical  status.
Brands  like  Fullcount
and  Samurai  Jeans
often  produce  "repro"
m o d e l s  t h a t  a r e
painstakingly  copied
from  original  vintage
Lee jeans. This ongoing
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influence  is  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
timeless  design  and
q u a l i t y  t h a t  L e e
established  a  century
ago.

CONCLUSION

Navigating the world of
heritage denim can be
complex ,  but  th is
v intage  Lee  jeans
guide  provides  the
f o u n d a t i o n a l
knowledge  needed  to
start your journey with
confidence.  From  the
innovative zipper  fly to
the  distinctive  Lazy  S
embroidery,  every
detail on a vintage pair
of  Lee  jeans  tells  a
story  of  Amer ican
i n d u s t r y  a n d

c r a f t s m a n s h i p .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  collector
look ing  fo r  a  ra re
1930s buckle-back or a
newcomer  seeking  a
durable, stylish pair of
everyday  workwear,
the  authenticity  and
character  of  vintage
Lee are unmatched. By
learning to identify the
k e y  f e a t u r e s ,
understand the  sizing,
and  appreciate  the
history,  you  can  find  a
pair  that  not  only  fits
your wardrobe but also
serves  as  a  wearable
piece  of  history.  The
hunt  for  the  perfect
pair is part of the joy,
and  the  reward  i s
owning  a  genuinely
timeless  garment.


