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Lee® Jeans is a division of VF Corporation. (NYSE: VFC). 
Headquartered in Merriam, Kan., Lee manufactures and 
markets brand denim, casual pants, shirts, fleece and knit 
apparel. A brand committed to the community, Lee Jeans 
founded Lee National Denim Day®, one of the nation’s  
largest single-day fundraisers for breast cancer. VF Corpo-
ration is a leader in branded lifestyle apparel including jeans 
wear, outdoor products, image apparel and sportswear.  
 Its principal brands include Wrangler, Lee, Rid- 
ers, Rustler, The North Face, Vans, Reef, Napapijri, Kipling, 
Nautica, John Varvatos, JanSport, Eastpak, Eagle Creek, 
Lee Sport and Red Kap. VF Corporation’s press releases, 
annual report and other information can be accessed through 
the Company’s home page, www.vfc.com.  

 1849-1886 H.D. Lee
"My boy, an education costs money and you 
have none", the college head at Tunbridge 
told him.
"Still, hesitated the man, impressed by the 
lad's spirit. "Well, come back tomorrow and 
I may have thought out a plan." No," inter-
posed young Henry Lee. "It must be decided 
now. See this $1.50? It's all the money I have, 
and I don't intend to spend it. 
I must know now if I can come to this school. 
If not, I will search elsewhere."

The Kansas City Star, April 8, 1917

H. D. Lee—Entrepreneur  
1849 . DECEMBER 9 . HENRY DAVID LEE IS BORN 
Henry David Lee is one of  nine children born to Michael Lee, 
a Canadian tailor, and Mary Ann Cunningham in Randolph, 
Vermont. Michael Lee dies when H.D. is only four years 
old. Because the family is left without means of  support, 
H.D.’s mother is forced to have her children “bound out” to 
be raised by Vermont neighbors. Lee is sent to live with the 
Mosier family in Sharon, Vermont, where he remains until he 
“gains” his release at age 11. 

Age 11 - With $1.50 to his name, Lee travels to Tunbridge, 
Vermont, seeking an academy education at Alden Private 
School. It takes some convincing, but Lee is granted a little 
room in the attic that is to be his for four years. He attends 
classes for three years and then teaches for one year. 

Age 16  - The Alden headmaster offers Lee $75 a month to 
continue teaching, but in pursuit of  larger aspirations, Lee 
takes a job as a night clerk at a hotel in Galion, Ohio. Because 
hotel clerks know the lay of  the land, part of  the job 
is to drive teams of  horses for traveling salesmen. Lee 
develops a commission system, charging a set percentage 
from the salesmen he guides. 

Age 21 - After only two years in Galion, Lee frugally saves 
$1,200 and attracts the attention of  Chris Crim, a very 
successful banker. Lee’s rags to riches story begins to unfold. 

Crim loans Lee $3,000 to begin a business selling knitting 
machines. The note is paid off  well before maturity. 
Lee then secures a $50,000 loan from Crim for the purchase of  
his first business: Central Oil Company of  Ohio, a wholesale 
distributor of  kerosene. 

1886 - H.D. LEE IS STRICKEN WITH 
PULMONARY TUBERCULOSIS 
A pulmonary tuberculosis diagnosis and resulting failing 
health forces Lee to sell half  of  his oil company to John 
Rockefeller of  Standard Oil Company. He stays on as manager 
for two years and then sells the other half  to Rockefeller. 
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Located adjacent to the Salina business district is this 
large, beautifully restored Queen Ann style house. 

It was built in 1888 for the Flanders family who lived 
in the house only a few years. They sold the house to 
hardware magnet H.D. Lee who, after a few years sold 
the house to his nephew, Charles Lee. The enclosed area 
above the front porch was added a few years later. Tom 
and Cindy Roets, the current owners have been working 
to restore the house to its former glory. 

Currently the house is the site of  one of  Salina's most 
unusual gift stores, Partridge in a Pear Tree. The house 
has a Heritage Conservation Landmark and National 
Register Historic Place status.

1888 H.D. Lee House

Lee Hardware Company Complex - 248 - 254 N. Santa 
Fe. Declining business caused Lee Hardware to move out 
of  the building and the site was occupied by a wholesale 
paper company for many years. The paper company has 
gone out of  business and the complex is vacant and its 
future is  uncertain.
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H.D. Lee Mercantile1892-1899

"I said to the boys that we were going to miss an opportunity if we 
didn't come. But I really did not appraise the full size of the field. It's 
bigger, better than we expected, a field susceptible of great and rapid 
development in almost any line."

–H.D. Lee in reference to starting a business in Salina, KS
The Kansas City Star, April 8, 1917

Ad  
from the

Salina 
 Evening  

Journal in  
December 

1903

1892 - While the invigorating climate and therapeutic waters of  
nearby Excelsior Springs, MO nursed Lee back to better health, 
the retail merchants in Central and Western Kansas embrace 
H.D. Lee Mercantile Company. The demand for a merchant 
supplier west of  the Mississippi is so high that in only three 
years, the company must double its originally spacious four-
story building. 

1894 - In five years, the business builds such a volume that the 
capital stock increases from $100,000 to $250,000.  Coffee roast-
ing, spice grinding, tea, cereal, and fruit packing departments 
"elevated the institution  to the level of  the best that operated  
west of  Chicago", according to  October 30, 1919 reviews of  H.D. 
Lee Enterprises in the Salina Daily Union. H.D. Lee Mercantile 
Company  quickly become known for its commitment to fine 
foods,  sending buyers as far as the tea markets in Japan. Popu-
lar Lee lines include Lee Mother's Style, Summer Girl, Sailor 
Boy and Cadet.

1895 - The state of  Kansas issues a 50-year charter to H.D. Lee 
Mercantile Company for general mercantile business. 

1899 - Recognizing a necessity to handle larger shipments of  
perishable goods, Lee establishes Kansas Ice & Cold Storage 
Company. The mercantile business also paves the path for the 
H.D. Lee Flour Mill, which is created to make profitable use of  
the large amounts of  grain received in trade. 
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1920 - Sales manager Chester 
Reynolds, later Lee's board 
president, came up with 
the idea of  using a doll to 
"model" miniature versions 
of  the company's clothes for 
store displays. The 12½-
inch composition dolls first 
appeared in the windows of  
Dayton's flagship store on 
Nicollet Mall in Minneapo-
lis, then were used at stores 
nationwide.
Lee encouraged stores to sell 
the dolls after the displays 
were taken down, and later 
provided the dolls for retail 
sale, including versions 
dressed as a cowboy, Coca-

Cola deliveryman, 
railroad worker and 
gas station attendant. 
Starting in 1949, Buddy 
Lee was produced as 
a 13-inch hard plas-
tic doll, along with a 
female version, Betty 
Lee.

1962 - The Buddy Lee dolls 
were discontinued because 
they were no longer profit-
able. By then, Buddy Lee 
had become the second-high-
est-selling doll in the United 
States.

 

1998 - Ad agency Fallon 
McElligott brought back the 
doll, along with the 1940s Lee 
tagline "Can't Bust 'Em," to 
promote the Lee Dungarees 
line, aimed at 17- to 22-year-
old males. The main cam-
paign was preceded by guer-
rilla marketing techniques, 
including movie trailer-style 

teaser spots, unbranded 
posters of  the doll, and a 
6-minute documentary, 
"The Buddy Lee Story," 
which was aired in seg-
ments during late-night 
cable television. The 
1998 TV spots — "Car," 
"Twister" and "Para-
chute" — were directed 
by Spike Jonze while 
Phil Morrison helmed 
the 1999 TV spots: 

"Actress" co-starring Sarah 
Michelle Gellar, "Animal 
Guy" co-starring Jack Hanna, 
"Blues Guy" co-starring 
Bobby Womack, "Sergeant" 
and "Fans".
The comedic ads touted the 
unmoving Buddy Lee as a 
"Man of  Action." The doll 
was usually presented as a 
heroic figure who survived 
all manner of  certain doom, 
prompting his human co-
stars to marvel at the durabil-
ity of  his jeans. 

2000 - Three nemeses for 
Buddy Lee, 
Curry, Roy and Super Greg, 
were introduced through 
websites and appeared in 
three TV spots directed by 
Fredrik Bond.
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Buddy Lee1920

Engineer Play Suit Tradesman Athlete

Engineer Specialty Uniforms Railroad Industrial
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Who said men don't play with dolls? After 
handling out mini promotional overalls at 
county fairs, salesman Chester Reynolds acts 
on a whim and goes in search of a doll to wear 
them. In cooperation with the president of 
Dayton's department store in Minneapolis, sev-
eral overall clad dolls are placed in a window 
display. Buddy Lee is an immediate success. 

Buddy Lee leaves the overalls in the back of 
the closet as his wardrobe expands during the 
40 years Lee continues production (1920-1960).

The three most popular dolls are the Engineer (sometimes called the Farmer). The 
cowboy and the industrial. Other Buddy Lees wear Union-Alls, play suits and the vari-
ous uniforms manufactured by Lee for companies including Coca-Cola®, Pepsi®, Phil-
lips 66®, and Virginian RailwayTM.  The easiest way to date these 12 1/2 inch tall dolls 
is by noting that the older models are made of a composition material.

In 1949, in addition to thinning and bowing Buddy's legs to make him look  more 
like a cowboy, Lee begins using an "unbreakable" hard plastic.
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Buddy Lee 1920

2000 - Time magazine names Buddy Lee as a third party candidate for United 
States President - proof  that Lee's underground internet-based political 
advertising campaign to popularize Buddy Lee is working. 

Buddy Lee  

2001 - Lee Dungarees ads adopted a heroic 
folk theme song for the doll and the tagline 
"Be Like Buddy Lee." Besides "Apartment," 
"Street" and "Suburbia" directed by Ulf  Jo-
hansson & Mats Lindberg from Traktor and 
"Barbershop" directed by Craig Gillespie, 
this series also included a special unbranded 
ad — directed by Fallon art director Harvey 
Marco and aired on behalf  of  the Ameri-
can Red Cross after the September 11, 2001 
attacks — in which the doll sports a rolled-
up sleeve, bandage and "I Gave" sticker to 
promote blood donation.

2002 - A campaign consisting of  the TV 
spots "Cheese" and "Emu" was directed by 
Dante Ariola while Chris Smith helmed 
2003's "Trailer," "The Chase and "Hall of  
Mirrors."

2004 - The doll starred in "Buddy Lee: 
Guidance Counselor," a Jon Nowak-directed 
series of  three 6-minute sponsored segments 
on otherwise commercial-free episodes of  
MTV2's interactive show Control Freak. 
Viewers voting online for videos on the show 
were also asked to choose one of  three out-
comes for the Buddy Lee segments. 

Tradesman Loco Farmer Cowboy
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H.D. Lee Mercantile1892-1899

Though the washboard is generally used today as a musi-
cal instrument or sound-making device, many parts of the 
world still use them for washing clothes. Clothes are soaked 
in hot soapy water in a washtub or sink, then squeezed and 
rubbed against the ridged surface of the washboard to force 
the cleansing fluid through the cloth to carry away dirt. 
Washboards may also be used for washing in a river, with or 
without soap. Then the clothes are rinsed. The rubbing has 
a similar effect to beating the clothes and household linen on 
rocks, an ancient method, but is less abrasive.

HD Lee Pure Spice tins packed by 
THE H.D. LEE COMPANY, INC. KANSAS CITY, 

MO. SALINA, KANSAS.

Butterscotch flavoring, chili powder and gooseberries 
were few of the items that were sold at the mercantile.

HD Lee Pure Spice tins packed by 
THE H.D. LEE COMPANY, INC. KANSAS CITY, 

MO. SALINA, KANSAS.
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A delivery truck for the H.D. Lee  Mercantile Co. is shown.

Photo courtesy of the Salina Journal

H.D. Lee History1800 - 1900

Whether outfitting cowboys in the twilight of the Wild West, sup-
plying an American military entrenched in war, or producing the 
fashion and durability contemporary culture demands, the H.D. 
Lee Co. has led the way in innovation and style. 

The history of the H.D. Lee Co. is woven 
into America’s western expansion and the 

world events of the 20th Century.

“Every Merchant Is Busy In Salina Kansas”
“Why? Because It’s The Mart Of The West”

A postcard showing a birdseye view of the  
wholesale district in Salina, Kansas.

The Lee-warren Mills were built along the river.  When the 
railroads came to town the mill moved away from the river to be 
closer to the rails. The Lee-Warren Mill was one of the first mills 
to locate along the railroad and was built in 1899 and was part of 
the H.D. Lee wholesale empire

9
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H.D. Lee Wholesale hardwareLate 1800s

H.D. Lee’s wholesale 
hardware business, 
which included this 
warehouse on North 
Santa Fe, was part of the 
distribution and manu-
facturing center that 
took root in downtown 
Salina in the late 1800s. 
W.W. Watson’s grocery 
business was also a major 
contributor.

By 1884, the Saline 
County population 
numbered about 16,000, 
while the city had about 
4,000 residents. By 1874, 
Salina was turning 
away from cowboys and 
longhorns to a Victorian 
railroad town.

Photo courtesy of the Salina Journal
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1902 - Because Lee is so well known in Salina for his 
successes as a business man, the owners of  local retail 
hardware store approach him and request a loan to help 
expand their business. Dedicated to helping younger men 
in business, as he was once helped himself, Lee sees past 
simple expansion and suggests they develop their store 
into a wholesale hardware house. Lee offers to support 
them with $100,000 in capital. The men, Charles L. 
Schwartz and Norb F. Schwartz, embrace the suggestion 
and a charter is granted in October for the Lee Hardware 
Company. Lee's innovative business styles leads to several 
other ventures including The Harvesters Building 
Company and The Farmers' National Bank of  Salina.

1903 - On December 4, the H.D. Lee Mercantile Company 
building, stocked with $450,000 of  inventory, burns to 
the ground. Merchant loyalties in Central and Western 
Kansas run so strong that, upon hearing of  the company's 
misfortune, outstanding accounts are quickly paid 
totaling more than one-half  million dollars. Lee rebuilds 
with two much larger, fireproof, six-story buildings and a 
larger stock of  merchandise. 

SALINA EVENING JOURNAL HEADLINES
FRIDAY, DECEMBER 4, 1902

SALINA VISITED BY  
DESTRUCTIVE FIRE

Lee Mercantile Company’s Wholesale 
Grocery House Destroyed.

LOSS WILL BE HALF  
A MILLION

Fire Started in Paper Bag Department at Noon and 
Spread to Every Part of Immense Building- Part of 

the Hardware Department Was Saved.

SALINA EVENING JOURNAL HEADLINES
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 5, 1902

WILL RISE FROM ITS ASHES
The H.D. Lee Mercantile Company 

Will Rebuild at Once.
BUILDING WILL BE FIRE PROOF
Company Will Invest Three-Quarters of a Million Dol-

lars in Salina -Traveling Men Will Start Out Monday and 
Buyers Go East Sunday to Restock.
The Lee Mercantile company will begin at once to re-

build larger and better buildings. The new buildings will 
be fire-proof.
The traveling men will go out over their territory Mon-

day as usual.
Goods are now on the road being hurried forward, with 

which to fill the orders of The Lee Mercantile company.
The company will make an additional investment in 

Salina of three-quarters of a million dollars.

H.D Lee Fire1902-1903

Photos courtesy of  
the Salina Public Library

More Photos on page 14
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1911 - THE FIRST LEE GARMENT 
Unhappy with the quality and inconsistent delivery of  work 
wear from Eastern suppliers, Lee decides his company can 
do it better. H. D. Lee Mercantile Company opens a work wear 
manufacturing factory and begins producing its first overalls, 
jackets and dungarees. 

1913 - AS ONE VERSION OF THE STORY GOES: H.D. Lee's 
chauffeur was the brain behind the union of  a jacket and 
trousers. Because cars were not as dependable as they are 
today, chauffeurs doubled as car mechanics - and every time 
they crawled under the car, their clothes became soiled. 
Lee's chauffeur voiced this frustration, suggesting that Lee 
produce a garment to wear over and protect normal clothes. 
The advice was taken to heart. Within two years, as Lee ads 
suggest, there is "A suit of  Union-Alls under the seat of  every 
auto."
 Not only limited to mechanics, Union-Alls quickly gain 
popularity with laborers, engineers, farmers and, by 1914, 
Lee begins production of  khaki Union-Alls for her. In 1917, 
Lee Union-Alls become the official doughboy fatigue uniform 
of  World War I following an order from Brigadier General 
Leonard Wood for Lee to supply as many Union-Alls as the 
company can manufacture.

1917 - LAUNCHING THE FIRST NATIONAL 
ADVERTISING CAMPAIGN 
H.D. Lee Mercantile Company runs a series of  full-page 
advertisements for Union-Alls in The Saturday Evening Post. 
This is the first national ad campaign for a work wear apparel 
company in the country. 

1911-1920 H.D. Lee History

Photos courtesy of  
the Salina Public Library

The 1916 name change to The H.D. Lee Mercantile Company 
and the purchase of  Inter-City Wholesale Grocery of  Kansas 
City, Missouri, triggers construction of  a new plant and office 
building. On March 17, 1917, with a net capital of  approximately 
$2 million, operations for both the garment and grocery 
divisions move from Salina to the new 20th and Wyandotte 
location in Kansas City, Missouri. 

1920 - H.D. Lee declares his commitment to quality and 
durability in a letter to the trade, including the more than 40,000 
merchants throughout the United States who purchase goods 
from The H.D. Lee Mercantile Company: "We believe in quality. 
We believe that the manufacturer or the merchant who builds 
with quality as a foundation stone, builds for permanence and 
prosperity. We prefer to sell one garment of  the highest quality 
to one hundred of  inferior grade. It means better business and 
greater satisfaction for us, for you and for the customer."

14
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1928 - END OF AN ERA
H.D. Lee, founder and president of  
The H.D. Lee Mercantile Company, 
dies of  complications following 
a heart attack. The net worth of  
his company at this time is $6.5 
million. Leonard C. Staples, who 
began in the company as a stock 
boy, becomes the succeeding 
president in June of  1929. 
Garment shrinkage is reduced 
to 1 percent with a method 
invented by Sanford L. Cluett 
of  Cluett Peabody & Company. 
Lee immediately incorporates 
the "Sanforized" method into the 
garment making process.

1927- 1928 H.D. Lee History

1927 - A whole new window of  
opportunity opens with the invention of  
the Amazing Hookless Fastener. In 1926, 
the Cowboy Pant hits the market with a 
zipper-fly option. The zip-up overall takes 
the concept to the next level only one 
year later. In search of  a name for this 
new generation of  apparel, Lee launches 
a contest. And the winner is Whizit - 
inspired by the sound the closure makes 

as it whizzes up and down.
Advertisements using Babe Ruth and 
other well-known celebrities help the 
Whizit gain immediate popularity as it 
takes a primary role in making The H.D. 
Lee Mercantile Company the world leader 
in workwear. The proof  is in the numbers: 
in a photo taken after a 1930 National Corn 
Huskers Contest, eight of  the ten winners 
are wearing Lee Whizits.    

1929 Prices

Lee Cowboy  
Pants (101s) 

$1.54

Lee Bib 
Overalls $1.63

Buddy Lee Doll 
$1.00
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1929- 1931 H.D. Lee History

1929 - The #91 overall featuring the four-in-one pocket on the 
bib quickly becomes Lee's most popular overall. This tried and 
true design remains unaltered as production continues into the 
1980s.

1930 - FULL SPEED AHEAD 
"The Great Lee Success Story" advertisements embrace the 
reality that workers wear Lee products in manufacturing 
plants coast-to-coast ranging from steel to automotive, railroad 
and aviation. This leads to Lee's slogan: "The Jeans that Built 
America." 

1931 - Replacing the previous six-day workweek, a five-day, 
40 - hour workweek is adopted with no loss of  pay for weekly 
employees.

Entering the 30s with a strong product line, Lee launches an adver-
tising campaign that places their apparel all across America.

Literally, twelve-foot-tall jeans, originally embroidered with "Lee 
Cowboy Pants" in bright orange threaded across the seat to promote 
Lee at the rodeo, are suspended on telephone poles, barns and stores.

The popularity of the giant pants leads to production of giant em-
broidered overalls which are chosen by the Smithsonian as part of the 
display "Signs of Life: Symbols in the City."
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1939 - To prove Lee's continued dedication 
to quality and durability, Ripley puts jelt 
denim overalls to the test. The buttons hold 
their shape after being ironed with a 5-ton 
steamroller. The denim survives a 26-mile crawl 
across untreated concrete. One man can stand 
in the pockets of  overalls worn by another 
- and the stitching stays secure! Amazing 
feats accomplished by Lee customers are even 
included in these cartoonish ads that make 
up one of  Lee's largest and most successful 
campaigns to date.

1932- 1939 H.D. Lee Jubilee

1932 - Published by The H.D. 
Lee Mercantile Company, The 
Great American Times an-
nounces the first mass nation-
wide apparel sale. Involving 
40,000 merchants, this "Great 
Nation-Wide Bottom Price 
Cotton and Work Clothes Sale" 
becomes known as "the greatest 
sale in the country's history." 

1935 - Lee trademarks the name 
"Riders" and begins marketing 
Cowboy Pants as Lee Riders. 

1936 - Appealing to the cowboy 
lifestyle, Lee creates a leather 
branded patch that still has the 
hair on the hide. Buckle Back 
Riders are the first to feature 
this Hair-on-Hide label. 

1937 - Lee rolls out a new line 
of  color matched shirts and 
pants that are offered in tailored 
sizes. Following the signing of  
a contract with the American 
Institute of  Laundering in 
Joliet, Illinois, Lee begins guar-

anteeing "Laundry Tested and 
Approved." 

1938 - The Lee fruit and veg-
etable department in Salina, 
Kansas, is sold to A. Reich & 
Sons. 

1939 - 50 YEAR JUBI-LEE 
Fifty years after opening its 
doors in Salina with only six 
salesmen, the H.D. Lee Mercan-
tile Company, supported by a 
force of  235 salesmen, becomes 
the nation's largest manufac-
turer of  workwear with sales at 
$6.4 million. 

As reported on December 30,1938 in 
The Kansas City Star, "In the big, 
nine-story headquarters building 
of  the far-flung H.D. Lee Mercantile 
Company, it was an enthusiastic 
entrance into 1939, the jubilee (they 
call it Jubi-Lee) year of  a business 
founded in 1889... 

It is consensus that Mr. Lee would 
be very proud of  the 50-year status 
and morale of  the organization."

18
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Engraved SPECIMEN certificate from the H.D. Lee  
Company, Inc. This historic document was printed by the 
Security Banknote Company in the 1940's and has an ornate 
border around it with a vignette of an eagle.

1941 - 1943 H.D. Lee History
1940 - BIG SUPPLY, BIGGER DEMAND 
Lee joins in the war effort once again, manufacturing 
fatigue suits, flight suits and field jackets for the United 
States Army. 
Continuing to advertise through prosperity and depression, 
the full-page print advertisements in LIFE magazine for 
Lee workwear include the following notice: "War conditions 
make it impossible to meet the growing demand for Lee 
Work Clothes. 
Your Lee Dealer is receiving his fair share of  all we are 
able to make after the needs of  our men in the armed forces 
have been supplied. If  your Dealer is out of  the Lee you 
want, please ask him to reserve one for you out of  his next 
shipment." 

1941 - DESIGNED BY COWBOYS FOR COWBOYS 
In a gathering of  cowboys and Lee executives at Kansas 
City's Muehlebach Hotel, exotic fan dancer Sally Rand rips 
out the seams of  a pair of  jeans and re-pins them on her 
husband, rodeo champion Turk Greenough, into the tighter 
cut he prefers. The new tight-fitting Lee Riders, introduced 
with a full-page ad in LIFE magazine, are immediately 
Accepted as the best fitting cowboy pants on the market. 
The become Lee's most popular product.
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1947 H.D. Lee History
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1952 - Remaining focused on the belief that quality fabrics 
make quality garments, Lee unveils a new and improved twill. 
So strong is the faith that this product, a naming contest, with 
$250 grand prize, is launched. The winning handle, inspired 
by the new factory in Chetpa, Kansas is suggested by Ottawa, 
Kansas, factory workers. Chetopa Twills become quickly 
known as the finest, toughest twill on the market, guaranteed 
by Lee to be "the best twill you have ever worn or your money 
back." Used for the most popular work shirts and pants in 
America. Chetopa Twill is the reason Lee remains the leader in 
union-made work wear.

1950 - EMBRACING THE APPAREL NICHE 
Leading the industry in the manufacturing of  work wear, 
The H.D. Lee Company, Inc. begins further expansion and 
turns its focus solely to garment operations. The food 
division is sold to Consolidated Food Group of  Chicago for 
$3 million. 
During the 50's, Lee opens several plants and distribution 
centers across the United States. Manufacturing capabilities 
are further expanded with the purchase of  the Sun Garment 
Company in St. Joseph, Missouri, and Bruce Manufacturing 
Company in Ottawa, Kansas. 
The first International Division 
opens in New York City in 1959.
 
1951 - One of  the worst floods 
in the city's history wipes out 
Lee's Kansas City Distribution 
Center.  It ruins the entire 
stock of  merchandise, except 
the Buddy Lee dolls - which 
float. A helicopter news team 
spots "babies" drowning in the 
streets and reports that rescue 
boats (Lee Employees) are out 
attempting to save them.
                                
In addition to dominating in the 
work wear and western markets, 
Lee moves into leisure wear with 
Leesures: "Comfort Clothes 
for Work and Play." Utilization 
of  mass production techniques 
developed for the other lines 
enables Lee to manufacture 
quality dress slacks for a much 
lower price than its competitors. 
 
1960 - FUNCTION BECOMES 
FASHIONABLE 
Denim officially makes the 
crossover into the fashion 
market during the 60s. 

1961 - The leader in the western 
wear market, Lee innovates 
the center crease and an even 
narrower leg on Lee Westerners 
and other jeans. 

1962 - Supporting the new tag 
line "The Clothes You Need for 
the Life You Lead" Lee adds the 
promise of  fashion to its long-
standing quality guarantee, 
all at an exceptional price. The 
fashion needs of  high school and 
college students are targeted 
with national advertisements 
for Leesure's trim, "skin tight" 
silhouettes. 

1950 - 1962 H.D. Lee History
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1969 - In an effort that will leverage growth and move the 
H.D. Lee Company, Inc. toward becoming part of  the largest 
apparel manufacturing alliance in the world, Lee agrees to 
consolidate with VF Corporation of  Wyomissing, Pennsyl-
vania, producer of  Vanity Fair intimate apparel, and owner 
of  Berkshire International and Kay Windsor, manufacturer 
of  women's dresses. M.O. Lee (no relation to H.D. Lee) is 
the president and chairman of  VF. While local Kansas City 
interests at first resent the merger with the East Coast 
company, their fears are put to rest as the new marketing and 
production opportunities enable Lee to raise earnings from 
3.9 percent of  sales in 1970 to 4.7 percent of  sales in 1971. Lee 
contributes about 46 percent of  the VF's, $514.7 million in net 
earnings in 1971. 
"The merger was an outgrowth of  success. 
The demand for Lee western and leisure wear had increased 
faster than production could be profitably expanded," states 
Donald F. Hoopes, president of  Lee and vice president of  VF 
Corporation, in a 1972 article in Kansas City's Financial Jour-
nal, Financial Front. 

"The whole transition of the industry is in the growth 
of the high fashion look. Though the market is directed 
toward the young, these new styles are designed to fit all 

ages - both men and women."

–Leonard W. Staples, Lee president
The Kansas City Times, September 12, 1969

1965 - DENIM: THE UNIFORM OF THE NEW 
GENERATION 
The post-war babyboomers, now teenagers, are predicted 
to spend $3.5 billion on jeans and other casual attire. 
Riding the wave of  this style-generated spending spree, 
Lee opens plants in Texas, Virginia, Missouri, Kansas, 
Alabama and Georgia. 

1967 - Bell bottoms are welcomed with open arms by 
Vietnam protesters who embrace denim jeans as an anti-
establishment symbol. Non-fashion workwear becomes 
a trend as well: Lee Painter Jackets begin flying off  the 
racks, not to union painters, but to college coeds under 
the guise of  "beer drinking" jackets. 
Lee airs its first television advertisement, which pro-
motes Lee western wear.

1965-1969 H.D. Lee Fashion
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BRAND: A promise of consistency; Sum of all perceived attributes 
and values that represent a product (or community); Customer or 
stakeholder impressions at all points of contact.

The Image Task Force (ITF) was charged to review and update 
SDI’s Mission and Vision Statements and explore the possibility of 
a District Brand in August, 2006.
By September the Task Force proposed both revised Mission and 
Vision Statements to the Salina Downtown Inc. (SDI) Board. The 
Board adopted those recommended statements.
Brand Identity became a much larger discussion. The Task Force 
worked as a team, enlisted the help of key stakeholders, asked 
for professional marketing assistance and constantly referred 
to the 2002 PUMA Market Based Plan for guidance. It was one 
simple line in the PUMA Plan that finally jelled the search for 
a brand. The seventh of seven key conclusions in the plan is: “A 
new vision for downtown is in the mirror, not the crystal ball.” 
That mirror was exactly where the ITF found strong leadership, 
entrepreneurial spirit and a great corporate partnership. They 

found H.D. Lee.
ITF has negotiated with the Lee 
Jeans Company for the use of 
the historic Lee Mercantile logo 
in branding the BID as the Lee 
District.
Lee Jeans, a brand company of 
Vanity Fair, has agreed to allow 
SDI the use of the original Lee 
logo. Their partnership may also 
include working with LEE’s Cause 
Marketing Department on National 
Demin Day during breast cancer 
awareness month in October
and their assistance in creating 
a permanent H.D. Lee exhibit. 
SDI has requested the help of the 
Smoky Hill Museum in developing 
the exhibit.

1996 - 2008 H.D. Lee Denim Day

Since its inception in 1996, Lee National Denim Day has 
adhered to a simple philosophy: one day, one cause, one 
cure®. In 12 years, that philosophy has become a mantra 
for millions and has made an impact Lee Jeans never 
dreamed possible.
It all started when several Lee Jeans employees real-
ized that each of  them, in one form or another, had been 
touched by breast cancer. An everyday conversation 
sparked an idea and led to the creation of  Lee National 
Denim Day, which has become one of  the largest single-
day fundraisers nationwide for breast cancer.
In its first year, Lee Jeans set a goal of  raising $1 million 
on Lee National Denim Day. To do this, Lee Jeans invited 
companies to go casual for a cause, inviting employees to 
wear their jeans to work on Denim Day in exchange for 
a $5 contribution to the fight against breast cancer. The 
underlying concept behind the program was simple—by 
convincing enough people to take one small step, together 
they could reach an incredible goal.
The response to the inaugural Lee National Denim Day 
program was astounding. That year, 
more than 3,000 companies signed up 
to participate, raising $1.4 million dol-
lars for the fight against breast cancer, 
setting the stage for what would be-
come one of  the most captivating so-
cial action campaigns in the country.
Since its first year, Lee National 
Denim Day has raised more than $70 
million for the fight against breast 
cancer and unites nearly one million 
supporters nationwide.

Lee National  
Denim Day

Developing A Brand Identity 
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