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Timeline – A Brief History of Fashion in New York City1 

1670s Paris becomes the epicenter of fashion under the reign of Louis XIV, who is often 
recognized as the one who inspired France to become a world-renowned hub of fashion 
by focusing on textiles and creating opulent dress codes at Versailles.2 

1820s Influx of immigrant craftsmanship, largely from Europe including Eastern European Jews 
and Italians.

1850s Invention of the (Singer) sewing machine in Boston, Massachusetts, enables mass 
production and, in part, ready-to-wear clothing.

1860s & 1870s Birth of the New York City department store including Bergdorf Goodman, Lord & 
Taylor, Tiffany & Co., and Macy’s along “Ladies’ Mile”, a premiere shopping district, that 
stretches 6th Avenue between 14th and 23rd streets, adjacent to the garment factories 
opening nearby.3 

1916 The first zoning law is passed which eventually leads to the development of the Garment 
District as it is known today.

1939-1945 The German occupation of Paris during World War II allows for other cities to gain 
standing as global fashion hubs.4 

1940s New York City becomes a global fashion capital. The mayor, industry, and the 
International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union worked together to create the New York 
Dress Institute to promote the city as a premier site for fashion.5 In 1944, the Fashion 
Institute of Technology and Design is created with a similar joint effort.6 

1943 Originally called “Press Week”, the first New York Fashion Show is established by the 
industry’s first publicist, Eleanor Lambert, at the Plaza Hotel so American designers 
could gain exposure during World War II. 7

1950s Modern sportswear (or “separates”), developed by American fashion designers, which 
began in the 1920s, becomes more popular in the 1950s as women’s participation in 
leisure and athletic activities increases.8 

1960s & 1970s Production sites outside of the U.S., such as Hong Kong, Seoul, and Dhaka are starting 
to be used given the relatively cheap labor. The number of garment manufacturing 
firms drops by half, from more than 10,000 to more than 5,000 and this downward trend 
continued through the 1980s and 1990s.
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1980s Imports are increasing as a share of all clothing in the country. Some smaller fashion 
companies merge to form conglomerates, resulting in the growth of large, multinational, 
publicly owned corporations. To remain in business, small companies seek cheap labor 
to control costs. A resurgence in immigration to New York City around the same time 
made lower cost labor more widely available. 

1987 The City Planning Commission creates the Special Garment Center District to preserve 
roughly 8 million square feet to manufacturing use through zoning in order to limit 
conversions to other uses. The real estate industry fights back, stating the uses are 
at odds with the current needs of the city, but the industry loses and the zoning 
amendments pass. 

1993 New York Fashion Week begins in Bryant Park as a consolidation of citywide press 
events known as 7th on Sixth.9 

2004 The city rezones the larger area around the Garment District from industrial to mixed-
use, allowing for both residential and commercial development. However, a Special 
Garment Center District “Preservation Area” rule prevents buildings larger than 70,000 
square feet from converting to apartments, hotels or offices unless the landlord provides 
an amount of manufacturing space equivalent to what is being lost.10 

2018 The city modifies the zoning rules to allow office conversions in larger buildings by lifting 
the 1980s requirement for commercial landlords to preserve manufacturing space when 
converting a building to office space. That restriction remains in place today. 

2024 New York City Economic Development Corporation (NYCEDC) launches the M-CORE 
program designed to support the renovation of underperforming commercial buildings—
some of which may be used to bolster segments of the fashion industry—by providing 
tax breaks for real estate developers.

Timeline continued 

Macy’s (2024)Macy’s (undated)
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