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Introduction
In the annals of American industry, few names resonate as powerfully as DuPont. Over
the course of more than two centuries, E.I. du Pont de Nemours and
Company—commonly known simply as DuPont—has left an indelible mark not only on
the chemical and materials landscape, but on everyday life, the course of global
events, and the very fabric of American society. Founded in the aftermath of the
French Revolution by a family of émigré chemists, DuPont began as a humble
gunpowder mill on the banks of the Brandywine Creek in Delaware. From these
modest origins, an industrial titan would rise, its story reflecting the dynamism,
creativity, challenges, and contradictions of American enterprise itself.

DuPont’s journey has been one of continuous adaptation and innovation. Its early
years were shaped by the swirling tides of war and opportunity in a young republic,
providing critical materials in times of conflict and steadily growing its reputation for
quality and technological prowess. As the nation matured, DuPont evolved from a
singular focus on explosives and black powder to become a diversified giant,
pioneering scientific discoveries that transformed everything from the clothes we wear
to the cars we drive and the homes we inhabit.

Much of DuPont’s influence has derived from its extraordinary culture of research, risk
taking, and reinvention. Breakthroughs such as nylon, Teflon, Kevlar, Tyvek, and
countless other products have been woven into the story of modern life. The
company’s ventures into new markets—from textiles to automobiles, agriculture to
advanced electronics—demonstrate an uncanny ability to anticipate and shape the
needs of changing societies. Yet this relentless pursuit of progress has not been
without controversy. Environmental challenges, legal battles, and public scrutiny have
at times cast a long shadow, revealing the complexities of corporate stewardship and
the sometimes-unintended consequences of innovation.

In the 21st century, DuPont stands at a crossroads, confronting both the unfinished
business of its past and the promise of its future. Restructuring, high-profile mergers,
and bold reorganizations have remade the company more than once in recent years.
As global markets shift, technologies converge, and the need for sustainable solutions
grows ever more urgent, DuPont must navigate a landscape as treacherous as it is full
of possibility.

This book seeks to tell the story of DuPont in all its dimensions: from the family drama
of its founding, through the triumphs and setbacks of industrialization and
globalization, to the ethical dilemmas and opportunities of the present. Drawing on the
company’s rich archival history, groundbreaking innovations, and the pivotal moments
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that have defined its journey, “Du Pont (E.I.): The Story of An American Company”
offers both a retrospective narrative and a critical assessment of what lies ahead.

DuPont’s legacy is still being written, shaped by those who continue to dream, invent,
and strive for “better living through chemistry.” As readers embark on this
exploration, they will discover not only the milestones of an iconic corporation but also
a deeper understanding of how science, business, and society are inextricably
intertwined in the ongoing American experiment.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Legacy Begins: Éleuthère Irénée
du Pont and the Founding of DuPont
The genesis of what would become a global chemical powerhouse lies not in a grand
industrial vision, but in the turmoil of a revolution and the keen observations of a
young French chemist. Éleuthère Irénée du Pont, born in Paris in 1771, was no
stranger to a life intertwined with both science and political upheaval. His father,
Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours, was a distinguished economist and public official,
a man of letters and influence with connections that stretched to the highest echelons
of French society, including King Louis XVI. Young Irénée, however, found his true
calling not in politics or philosophy, but in the explosive realm of chemistry.

At the tender age of fourteen, Irénée du Pont's fascination with gunpowder led him to
write a paper on its manufacture. This early passion soon opened a remarkable door:
an apprenticeship with none other than Antoine Lavoisier, widely recognized as the
father of modern chemistry. Lavoisier, at the time, was a director of the Régie des
poudres, the French government agency responsible for gunpowder production. Under
Lavoisier’s tutelage at the Essonne gunpowder factory, Irénée gained an unparalleled
expertise in advanced explosives production techniques, including nitrate extraction
and manufacturing. This hands-on training would prove to be the bedrock upon which
his American enterprise would be built.

However, the political winds in France were shifting violently. Despite his initial
support for the French Revolution, Irénée, along with his father, found themselves on
the wrong side of the escalating radicalism. They even took part in the courageous,
though ultimately futile, effort to protect King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette from a
mob storming the Tuileries Palace in 1792. Their moderate political views became a
dangerous liability, leading to imprisonment and the ransacking of their home and
printing presses. Pierre du Pont, having narrowly escaped the guillotine, saw no future
for his family in revolutionary France.

In 1799, the du Pont family, seeking refuge and new opportunities, set sail for the
United States, arriving on January 1, 1800. They initially settled in New Jersey and
established an office in New York City, brainstorming various business ventures. It was
during a hunting trip that Irénée du Pont made a crucial observation that would
forever alter his family's destiny, and, in time, contribute significantly to American
industry. He discovered that American-made gunpowder was not only of inferior
quality but also remarkably expensive. This sparked a realization: his specialized
knowledge in high-quality gunpowder manufacturing, honed under Lavoisier, could fill
a critical void in the burgeoning American market.
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With this newfound clarity, Irénée du Pont began to lay the groundwork for his own
gunpowder business. He gathered the necessary capital, some of it raised in France,
and secured machinery from his homeland. He also leveraged his family's influential
connections in America, including notable figures like Thomas Jefferson and Alexander
Hamilton, to garner support for his venture.

The search for an ideal location for his powder mills led du Pont to the Brandywine
Creek near Wilmington, Delaware. This site, which he purchased for $6,740 for 95
acres, offered a confluence of advantages that were critical for a dangerous and power-
intensive industry like gunpowder manufacturing. The Brandywine River provided an
abundant and year-round source of water power due to its steep and rugged descent.
This natural energy would drive the mills and machinery, allowing the company to
operate independently. Furthermore, the secluded and rugged nature of the chosen
location offered a measure of safety, minimizing potential damage and loss of life from
the inevitable explosions that could occur in a powder works.

Beyond water power, Wilmington's strategic location offered excellent transportation
access. Its proximity to the Delaware River facilitated shipments to and from
Philadelphia, and through the Delaware Bay, it connected to northern ports like New
York and Boston, as well as serving as a crucial conduit for trade with Europe, Africa,
and Asia. Access to the port of Elkton, Maryland, also provided a gateway to the
southern states via the Chesapeake Bay. Finally, the presence of a French expatriate
community in Wilmington, along with existing family connections, further cemented du
Pont’s decision, providing a familiar network and easing their transition to American
life.

On July 19, 1802, Éleuthère Irénée du Pont broke ground on the banks of the
Brandywine. This marked the official founding of E.I. du Pont de Nemours and
Company, an enterprise initially focused solely on black powder explosives. From the
very beginning, DuPont emphasized quality, proclaiming in its first newspaper
advertisement in 1804 that its American-manufactured gunpowder was "warranted,
equal and believed to be superior, to any imported from Europe, and at prices much
under those of the imported Powder." The first batch of gunpowder was produced in
April 1804.

The company's approach to new product development was rooted in solving pressing
problems, with the belief that such innovations would address substantial needs and
lead to market success. This philosophy, combined with Irénée du Pont's expertise and
the strategic location, set the stage for rapid growth. By 1810, the Brandywine site
had become the largest gunpowder producer in the United States. Though the path
ahead would be fraught with challenges, including inherent dangers of the industry
and economic fluctuations, the foundation for an enduring American company had
been firmly laid by the vision and determination of a French émigré.
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