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Introduction

Some 170 years since it was founded, the Levi’s name is now inextricably woven into both our wardrobes and the fabric of popular culture. From a humble dry goods beginning, the brand has gone on to attract famous fans and ambassadors from the worlds of music, the arts, film and sport, everyone from Bob Dylan and Andy Warhol to Brad Pitt, Hailey Bieber, Beyoncé, Naomi Osaka and Marcus Rashford. Major fashion brands line up to collaborate with Levi’s – Sacai, Valentino, Nike and Barbour, to name just a few – bringing an added layer of cool and prestige that extends beyond the pioneering spirit from which it all began.

We’ve all worn Levi’s, and for so many occasions (as long as they aren’t ripped or torn, they can usually do service as part of smart attire). There are myriad shapes and styles, and it is the cut or wash that can instantly tell you what decade they hail from. The jeans started life as workwear, made for practical purposes and intended to be hardwearing, not considered a fashion item at all. These days, they are the fashion item, yet still have a leg in practicality and utility.


[image: A black and white photograph showing Marlon Brando on the sets of 'The Wild Ones' wearing 501s folded at the bottom, a leather jacket, and a cap. He is leaning against a motorbike with a wooden house behind him.]


Marlon Brando wearing 501s in The Wild One, 1953.



The founder Levi Strauss was born in Buttenheim, Bavaria, in 1829 to a family of Jewish pedlars. Following his father’s death, he emigrated to New York to work in his brothers’ wholesale dry goods business. And when the California Gold Rush began, in 1853 he headed to San Francisco to open up a branch of the family business there.

In 1873, Levi Strauss & Co. jeans were born, the idea having originated from a Latvian tailor, Jacob Davis. While Strauss was growing his business along San Francisco’s waterfront, Davis had been making a name for himself in Reno, Nevada. He had noticed that the manual workers’ pockets and seams wore and tore quickly, and in late 1870 started to use copper rivets to reinforce the points of strain. Needing a business partner to help patent and manufacture the work pants, he approached Strauss, by then a successful merchant.

Strauss didn’t know much about making trousers, but he did recognize good ideas. He and Davis applied for a US patent, which was granted for the process of making riveted trousers: what we now know as the earliest form of the 501. Later on that year, the first pair of denim jeans made it off the production line.

Today, most wearers don’t even think about whether Levi Strauss was a man, or two men, before he was a jean (and now a jacket, shirt, skirt, bustier, trainer collab, big-time sponsor and more), such is Levi’s place as a stalwart within the denim market.

In 1999, Time magazine named Levi’s 501 jeans the fashion item of the 20th century. Which is interesting, given that some fashion dictionaries don’t actually list Levi Strauss, or even Levi’s, within their pages. It seems an odd fate for someone and something that has had so much impact on what we wear, because jeans have truly changed the shape of the modern wardrobe.

The 501 Original jean style is what Levi’s is best known for, having rocketed to fame courtesy of Marlon Brando in the 1950s, but today the brand offers a dizzying array of styles and variations, refusing to coast on its heritage and continuing to evolve. Which is probably why, in January 2026, it was announced that Levi’s had beaten Wall Street estimates for fourth-quarter sales and profits – helped by the demand for wide-leg denim and baggy, loose-fit styles, particularly popular among Gen Z and younger millennials.

It would be easy to say that the story of Levi Strauss & Co. all began with just a pair of jeans, but the tale is actually so much more nuanced and fascinating than that.




History

Levi Strauss was born Loeb Strauss on 16 February 1829 in Buttenheim, Germany, to Hirsch Strauss and Rebecca Haas. He was their second child and only son; they had also welcomed a daughter, Vögele, in 1823. Hirsch had been married before, to Madel Baumann, and had five children – Jacob, Rösla, Jonathan, Lippmann and Maila – but Madel died shortly after the birth of their last child, aged just 35.

A Jewish community was known to have lived in Buttenheim intermittently since around 1450, but under the influence of the Judenedikt – a series of legal decrees issued by German states in the early 19th century to redefine the status of the Jewish people – there was a decrease in the population.

Growing up, Loeb went to the Hebrew school in the synagogue. His father worked as a pedlar, selling household goods door-to-door, which he did even though it was forbidden under the Judenedikt. Such rulings also meant his sons could not follow in the family business. Jacob and Rösla, Loeb’s half-brother and half-sister, growing up as the first generation experiencing the Judenedikt, were among 18 residents who decided to leave and seek a life with better prospects elsewhere. Rösla emigrated to New York in 1837, while Jacob moved to London. In the early 1840s, Jonathan and Lippmann were enticed by the possibilities in New York and joined Rösla.


[image: A photograph of a guest looking at vintage posters at the Levi Strauss & Co. visitor center.]


Vintage advertising on display at the Levi Strauss & Co. visitor centre in San Francisco, 2003.




[image: A black and white photograph of Loeb (Levi) Strauss in a dress suit with bow tie and holding a top hat in his hand. He has a beard and is holding an ornate chair.]


An early studio portrait of the founder, Loeb (Levi) Strauss.



Hirsch died in 1846 at the age of 65 and was buried in Buttenheim’s Jewish cemetery. Rebecca married his brother, also called Lippmann, that summer, but when he too died shortly after, she decided it was time to take the rest of the family to America.

Heading to America

Moving across the world took a lot of planning and organization; it also required permission, which meant that Rebecca had to give statements to the court about why she wanted to emigrate. Despite these hurdles, in 1848, Rebecca, Maila, Vögele and Loeb left for Bremen, from where they would sail on to New York.

In the meantime, Loeb’s half-brothers Jonas (originally Jonathan) and Louis (changed from Lippmann) had begun to build a business. They had been making a name for themselves as pedlars in New York, and by 1847 had managed to secure a shopfront. That year, Doggett’s New York City Directory lists them as ‘Strous, Jonas & Brother, fancy goods’ of Grand Street, Manhattan. They had started out dealing in ‘fancy goods’, which included fabric trim, paper flowers and embroidered collars – items that were more decorative than functional. By the 1850s, they were listed as dealers of ‘dry goods’, a broader category that did not include food or hardware, under the name Straus & Brother.


[image: A black and white photograph of a group of men standing outside the first Levi's store. The store has high arches and pillars. 16 Levi Strauss & Co. 14 is written on the top.]


The Levi Strauss & Co. store in New York, 1850s.



Now aged 19, it was time for Loeb to learn a trade. His name appeared as ‘Levy’ in an 1850 consensus, with his occupation being ‘Pedlar DG’ – meaning dry goods – just two years after his arrival in New York, though for the rest of his life it would be spelled ‘Levi’. It was not unusual for immigrants to take a new name or change it slightly to something deemed more familiar.

It was an exciting time to be in New York; the city was a whirlwind of industry and commerce. But it wasn’t the only place in America that promised excitement and opportunity. Which leads us to the next phase of the business, and the real beginnings of the brand.

A Golden Opportunity

Thanks to the California Gold Rush, the mass migration of prospectors following the discovery of gold from 1848 onwards, the fortunes of America – and of those individuals plucky enough to seek theirs – changed completely. In an 1849 issue of the Jewish publication Asmonean, there appeared an advert for ‘California Gold Dust’. Jews were leaving New York in search of the opportunities it presented, but instead of themselves becoming miners hunting for the gold, they worked to provide dry clothes for the miners in a clever industry-adjacent move.

Levi’s brothers were doing well around this time, and it’s felt there was no real need for them to think about California. But by 1852, stories of Jewish entrepreneurs’ success out west were making their way back to the Strauss family. It wasn’t just workwear that was required, but fine clothing and dry goods as towns and communities sprung up.

Unmarried and with five years’ experience in dealing dry goods, Levi – who had already travelled some 4,000 miles to America – was chosen to move across the country and build the family branch of the business in California, setting up a wholesalers on the San Francisco waterfront. Levi became a naturalized US citizen on 31 January 1853, and five days later said farewell to his family as he boarded the US mail ship Georgia. Another boat, Winged Racer, with a shipment consigned to L. Strauss, was also destined for San Francisco.

The family partnership in New York was changed to reflect Levi’s success in setting up the West Coast branch.

Levi arrived in Panama around Valentine’s Day 1853. He turned 24 while at sea, five days after leaving Panama, and arrived in San Francisco on 14 March. Two weeks later, Winged Racer also docked. It was now time for Levi to find his customers.

They were certainly there to find. The population of San Francisco was burgeoning: estimated to be 850 in 1848, when the gold was first discovered, by 1850 it had grown to over 20,000. And by 1852 it was around 35,000.


[image: A photograph of a lady in a jacket and trousers and glasses, wearing gloves and holding up a pair of very faded blue jeans.]


Levi’s first historian Lynn Downey at the brand’s archives.



In the beginning, it seems that Levi Strauss was simply there representing his brothers, but by 1856 the family partnership in New York was changed to reflect Levi’s success in setting up the West Coast branch. In 1855, Levi had sent his first shipment of $10,041 back to New York. He would make a further five shipments. At this point, the company was reportedly called Levi Strauss in the San Francisco records, while it was
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