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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF VINTAGE LEE JEANS

For denim enthusiasts and collectors,
few garments carry the weight of history
quite like a well-worn pair of vintage Lee
jeans. Unlike their counterparts, which
have often been the subject of relentless
reproduction and mass-market
saturation, original vintage Lee jeans
offer a distinct narrative of American
workwear craftsmanship. Identifying

these treasures, however, requires a
keen eye. The search for vintage Lee
jeans identification is not just about
finding a label; it is about understanding
a century of denim evolution, from the
tough overalls of the 1920s to the iconic
Western cuts of the 1950s. This guide
will walk you through the essential
details—from union labels to hidden
rivets—to help you accurately date and
authenticate a pair of vintage Lee jeans.

The allure of vintage Lee denim lies in its
subtlety. While other brands shouted
their name with prominent red tabs and
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leather patches, Lee often opted for
quieter, more functional markers. This
makes the process of vintage Lee jeans
identification both challenging and
rewarding. Whether you are a seasoned
collector or a newcomer exploring thrift
stores, understanding the specific
hardware, stitching patterns, and label
evolution is crucial. Let us unravel the
history woven into every seam.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE LEE
BRAND

Founded in 1889 in Salina, Kansas, the
H.D. Lee Mercantile Company initially
focused on distributing groceries and dry
goods. It was not until 1911 that the
company began manufacturing
workwear, introducing its first overall,
the "Lee Bib Overall," in 1913. The brand

quickly gained a reputation for
innovation. In the 1920s, Lee introduced
the "Union-All," a one-piece garment
designed to cover a worker's clothing
entirely. However, the most significant
shift came in the 1926 with the "101"
cowboy jean, a groundbreaking
innovation that featured a button fly
instead of a button closure on the bib.

Lee continued to innovate through the
mid-20th century. The 1930s saw the
introduction of the "Lee Rider" jean,
which became the gold standard for
Western wear. During World War Il, the
brand produced utilitarian garments for
the war effort, adhering to strict
government regulations that stripped
back non-essential features like back
pocket rivets and watch pockets. The
post-war boom of the 1950s solidified
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Lee's place in popular culture, with the
"101Z" jean becoming the uniform of the
American West. Understanding this
timeline is the first step in any vintage
Lee jeans identification process, as
the construction details of each era are
distinctly different.

KEY HARDWARE: THE ZIPPER
AND THE RIVETS

One of the most definitive elements of
vintage Lee jeans identification is the
hardware. Unlike many competitors who
relied on button flies for decades, Lee
was a pioneer of the zipper fly. The "Z"
in models like the "101Z" stands for
zipper.

The Talon Zipper

Before the 1960s, Lee used the well-
known Talon zipper. An early, pre-1950s
Talon zipper often features a distinct
"cup" or "cloverleaf" rivet at the bottom
of the zipper pull. The slider itself was
often stamped with "Talon" in a specific
script. After 1950, the zippers became
more streamlined, often featuring a
smaller, less ornate pull. By the 1960s,
Lee began transitioning to other
suppliers like Scovill or YKK, but the
presence of a Talon zipper is a strong
indicator of a mid-century garment.



The Hidden Rivet

Perhaps the most iconic hardware
feature used for vintage Lee jeans
identification is the hidden rivet. In the
1930s and 1940s, Lee used a "hidden" or
"concealed" rivet on the back pockets.
Instead of a visible metal stud on the
outside of the pocket corner, the rivet
was applied from the inside of the
pocket, with the cap facing outward. This
was done to prevent scratching of
saddles and furniture, a feature heavily
marketed to cowboys. If you turn the
back pocket inside out and see a rivet
head that does not protrude
aggressively on the exterior, you are
likely looking at a pair from the 1930s to
the early 1950s.

Care for the
Hardware

When identifying vintage Lee jeans,
always check the condition of the
hardware. Rusty or heavily corroded
zippers and rivets can sometimes be
restored, but a broken zipper on a
pre-1950s pair is a significant issue due
to the rarity of replacement parts.
Original brass rivets will often have a
dull, aged patina, which is a positive sign
of authenticity.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE LABEL
AND PATCH

The centerpiece of vintage Lee jeans
identification is the label or patch
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located on the waistband or rear of the
jeans. Unlike the leather patches of
some competitors, Lee frequently used a
combination of paper, cloth, and
leatherette materials.

The Black/Yellow
Leatherette
Patch
(1930s5-1940s)

Early Lee jeans often featured a large,
rectangular leatherette patch. It was
typically black with yellow or gold
lettering. The text was often serifed and
stitched onto the waistband. If the patch

is still intact, it will read "The Lee Rider"
or "Lee Overalls" in a bold, classic font.
The edges of these patches were often
cut straight, not curved.

The Two-Horse
Pull Patch
(1940s-19505s)

One of the most iconic graphics in denim
history is the "Two-Horse Pull" patch.
This image depicted two horses pulling
in opposite directions, attempting to rip
a pair of Lee overalls apart (a living
advertisement for the durability of the
garment). This leatherette patch was
used on the "101" and "101Z" models.



The presence of this graphic is a massive
clue for vintage Lee jeans identification,
placing the jeans squarely in the mid-
century period. These patches are very
fragile and often missing, so their
presence adds significant value.

The Paper Label
(1950s5-1960s)

During the 1950s, Lee began using large
white paper labels stitched inside the
waistband. These labels often feature a
red "L" or the brand name in a specific
block font. They contain washing
instructions, size information, and a
union stamp. These paper labels are
extremely fragile and are frequently
faded or missing entirely. The ink color

and the style of the font used on these
paper labels are critical indicators of the
exact year.

STITCHING AND CONSTRUCTION
DETAILS

The way a pair of jeans is sewn tells a
story about the era in which it was
made. For vintage Lee jeans
identification, the stitching is often
more reliable than a faded label.

The Lazy S Stitch

The "Lazy S" stitch is a hallmark of
vintage Lee jeans. This is a decorative
chain stitch that curves from the back
pocket towards the side seam on the
back yoke. It forms a shape that looks
like a lying-down "S." This feature
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appeared in the 1940s and continued for
several decades. On authentic vintage
pairs, this stitch is often done in a thick,
roping cotton thread, visible from the
inside. It is one of the most copied
details on modern reproductions, so look
for the consistency and tension of the
original industrial chain stitch.

Slanted Front
Pockets

Lee is famous for its "J-shaped" or
slanted front pockets. Unlike the
straight-cut pockets of many work jeans,
Lee's front pockets angle inward towards
the zipper. This design was intended to
be more utilitarian, allowing a worker to
access tools more easily without the

contents of the pocket falling out when
sitting on a horse. The angle of this slash
pocket is a primary identifier for dating.

Belt Loops

The width and design of belt loops
changed over time. Pre-war jeans often
had narrower loops. In the 1950s, the
loops became wider and more robust.
The stitching on the loops is also a clue;
early loops were often stitched with a
single needle, while later ones used a
double needle for durability.

DECODING THE UNION LABEL

For collectors engaged in serious
vintage Lee jeans identification, the
union label is a secret weapon. Lee jeans
were produced in unionized factories,



specifically the Amalgamated Clothing
Workers of America (ACWA) or its
successor, the Amalgamated Clothing
and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU).

The union label is a small tag, usually
found in the waistband seam or near the
pocket. The shape of the tag and the
letters used can narrow down the
decade. For example:

¢ Round Labels: Often indicate the
1940s or early 1950s.

e Shield or Crest Labels: Common
in the 1950s and 1960s.

e Rectangular Tags with specific
numbers: Used from the 1970s
onward.

Finding a faded "ACWA" stamp on the
back of a paper label is a golden ticket
for dating a pair to the pre-1970s era.

COMMON MODELS AND THEIR
DISTINGUISHING FEATURES

Here are the most iconic models you will
encounter during your vintage Lee jeans
identification journey:

Lee 101 and
101Z

The "101" is the cowboy jean. The 101
(button fly) was phased out around the
1940s in favor of the 101Z (zipper fly).
These are the Holy Grail for collectors.
Look for the Two-Horse pull patch, the
hidden rivets, and the Lazy S stitch. The
denim on a 101Z is usually a deep
indigo, heavy 12 oz or 13 oz denim
woven on shuttle looms.
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Lee Riders

Introduced in the 1940s, this is a broader
category. The Rider typically has a
higher rise and a straight leg. In the
1950s and 1960s, the Riders were the
standard western jean. The paper label
inside the waistband is the main
identifier. They often lack the heavy
leatherette patch of the 101 series.

Lee Storm Riders

Not jeans, but jackets. The "Storm Rider"
jacket is a denim or tan duck jacket with
a blanket lining. Identifying a vintage
Storm Rider jacket involves checking for
the copper buttons, the corduroy collar,
and the two-horse patch on the chest

pocket.

HOW TO SPOT REPRODUCTIONS
AND FAKES

The market for vintage denim is hot, and
fakes are common. Here is how to apply
your vintage Lee jeans identification
skills to spot a counterfeit:

1. Check the Denim Weight:
Vintage Lee denim is heavy and
stiff. Modern repros often use
lighter, softer denim. Feel the
fabric. Does it have a rough,
slubby texture? That is a good
sign.

2. Look at the Stitching Thread:
Original Lee stitching used thick,
cotton thread that often breaks or
"ropes" over time. Modern jeans



use polyester thread that stays
perfectly straight.

. Inspect the Back Pocket
Shape: The shape of the back
pocket on a genuine Lee is
specific. It is a rounded, sweeping
shape. Fakes often have a stiff,
angular pocket.

. Examine the Hardware Finish:
Modern rivets are often shiny and
brass-plated. Vintage rivets have a
dull, oxidized patina.

5. The Scent: This sounds odd, but it
works. True vintage denim has a
distinct smell of old cotton, dust,
and time. It is hard to replicate
synthetically.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF WASH

WEAR LABELS

By the late 1960s and 1970s, the Federal
Trade Commission required garments to
have permanent care labels. If a pair of
jeans has a silk-screened, synthetic wash
tag sewn into the side seam, it is likely
from the 1970s or later. For earlier jeans,
this tag did not exist. The absence of a
wash care label is actually a positive
sign of age for pre-1960s jeans, but it
can make precise dating harder.

COLOR AND FADING PATTERNS

The indigo used in vintage Lee jeans was
specific. It often fades to a bright,
electric blue, not the muddy gray of
some modern dyes. Look for "combed"
fades on the thighs and a distinct
"honeycomb" pattern behind the knees.
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The whiskering around the crotch on a vintage pair
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