










atoms. I t formed fibers that, after cold drawing, were 
strong, elastic, unaffected by water or most solvents, 
and had a high melting point. DuPont chose this 
fiber i n July 1935 for full-scale production. 

M u c h development work remained. 
A l though adipic acid was being made i n Germany, 
hexamethylenediamine was only a laboratory 
curiosity. DuPont engineers had to devise ways to 
make both chemicals, find a means of extruding 
the molten polymer through t iny holes (spin­
nerets) into fine filaments, and design and con­
struct a a new production plant. By the time 
DuPont started building its first plant i n Seaford, 
Delaware, i n 1938, more than 230 chemists and 
engineers had worked on the project at one time or 
another at a cost of $27 mi l l i on . 

The new fibet, by then named nylon, was 
announced to the public by Chatles Stine at the 
Herald Tribune forum i n New York Ci ty on October 
27, 1938. Because of the product's silk-like quali­
ties, DuPont planned to target i t toward women's 
hosiery (actually, small amounts also were used as 
bristles i n Dr. West's toothbrushes by 1938). 
Sample stockings were sold to company office 
employees i n Wi lming ton i n March 1939, and a 
l imited quantity was sold to the public i n 
Wi lming ton later that year. Demand was over­
whelming. The first day nylon stockings were intro­
duced nationwide, May 15, 1940, nearly 800,000 
pairs were sold. By 1941, nylon had captured over 
30% of the hosiery market. W h e n the Uni ted 
States entered Wor ld War I I i n December 1941, 
however, all nylon output was diverted to military 
needs. 

An Extraordinary But 
Brief Career 

Whi le at DuPont, Carothers enjoyed varied 
interests beyond his research, including art, music, 
poetry, politics, and sports, and he made many 
friends i n Wi lmington . I n 1936, he married Helen 
Sweetman, a chemist i n the patent department at 
DuPont. The same year he became the first indus­
trial organic chemist elected to the National 
Academy of Sciences. Toward the end of his career, 
Carothers was subject to increasing periods of 
depression and, i n A p r i l 1937, he took his own life. 

Wallace Carothers in his laboratory at the DuPont Experimental 
Station, ca. 1930. 

Carothers confirmed the basic structure of 
polymers, demonstrating that they were ordinary 
molecules, only longer. His synthesis of polymers led 
to the development of nylon, the world's first fully 
synthetic fiber, and neoprene, a highly resistant syn­
thetic rubber. His early work w i t h polyestets sup­
ported the establishment of the polyester fibers 
industry. These materials remain important articles 
of commerce to this day. 

Despite Carothers' relatively brief career, i t was 
an extraordinarily productive one, both i n terms of 
fundamental advances i n chemistry and nearly 
unparalleled commercial success. 
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THE NATIONAL HISTORIC CHEMICAL LANDMARKS PROGRAM 

The National Historic Chemical Landmarks Program recognizes 
our scientific and technical heritage and encourages the preservation of 
historically important sites, artifacts, and collections i n chemistry, chem­
ical engineering, and the chemical process industries. I t provides an 
annotated roster to remind chemists, chemical engineers, students, edu­
cators, historians, and travelers of an inspiring heritage that illuminates 
both where we have been and where we might go when traveling the 
diverse paths to discovery. 

A n historic chemical landmark represents a distinctive step i n the 
evolution of chemical science and technology. Designations of sites and 
artifacts note events or developments of clear historical importance to 
chemists and chemical engineers. Collections mark the contributions of 
a numbet of objects w i t h special significance to the historical develop­
ment of chemistry and chemical engineering. The Division of the 
History of Chemistry began this program i n 1992. 

A n international A C S committee, composed of chemists, chemi­
cal engineers, and historians of science and technology, works w i t h the 
Office of Communications and is assisted by the Chemical Heritage 
Foundation. Together, these organizations provide a public service by examining, noting, recording, and 
acknowledging particularly significant achievements i n chemistry and chemical engineering. For further 
information, please contact the A C S Office of Communications, 1155 Sixteenth Street, N . W , Washington, 
D.C. 20036; 800-227-5558, ext. 6274; e-mail: nhclp@acs.org. 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L H I S T O R I C 
C H E M I C A L LANDMARK 

T H E E S T A B L I S H M E N T 
O F M O D E R N P O L Y M E R 

S C I E N C E 
E . I . du Pont de Nemours and Company 

Wilmington, Delaware 

At this site in 1928, Wallace H. Carothers (1896-1937) began his 
pioneering studies into the chemistry of giant molecules. He soon 
confirmed that high molecular weight molecules consist of 
repeating units of simple molecules (monomers) linked together 
by chemical bonds to form long chains (polymers), as first 
proposed in 1920 by German chemist Hermann Staudinger. 
Carothers excelled at creating polymers, and his work quickly led 
to the E. 1. du font de Nemours and Company's highly successful 
commercial production of neoprene, the first synthetic rubber 
made m the United States (1932), and nylon, the world's first 
totally synthetic textile fiber (1939). 
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