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STEPHANIE KWOLEK TIMELINE

Stephanie Kwolek
“Not in a million years did I think the discovery of 
this liquid solution would save thousands of lives.”

Stephanie Kwolek

1923 On July 31, Stephanie 
Louise Kwolek is born in New 
Kensington, PA to John and 
Nellie Zajdel Kwolek.

1933 John Kwolek, Stephanie’s father, dies.

1946 Kwolek graduates 
from Margaret 
Morrison Carnegie 
College (now Carnegie-
Mellon University) with 
a Bachelor of Science in 
Chemistry. Afterwards, 
she accepts a job at 
DuPont Textile Fabrics 
Laboratory in Buffalo, 
NY, initially to save up 
for medical school. 

1950 Kwolek transfers to 
the DuPont Pioneering 
Research Laboratory in 
Wilmington, DE.

1959 Stephanie 
Kwolek and Paul W. 
Morgan’s paper, the 

“Nylon Rope Trick,” is 
published in the April 

issue of Journal of 
Chemical Education. 

In it, they explain 
how to demonstrate 
the condensation of 

polymerization.

1961 Kwolek helps 
develop Nomex®, a 
heat resistance fiber.

1965 Kwolek discovers 
a new liquid crystalline 
polymer solution that 
can be spun into a new 
aramid fiber, Kevlar®.1964 Kwolek and 

her team start 
developing high 

performance 
synthetic fibers in 

the lab at DuPont.

1967 Nomex® is  
released to the public.  1971 After refinement, 

Kevlar® is introduced 
commercially.

1980 Kwolek receives the Chemical Pioneer 
Award from the American Institute of Chemists 

and an award from the American Chemical 
Society for “Creative Invention.”

1986 Kwolek retires 
from DuPont with 17 
patents but still works 
as a consultant for 
DuPont, the National 
Research Council, and 
the National Academy 
of Sciences.

1994 Kwolek is inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame.

1995 Kwolek receives the American Innovator Award.

1996 Kwolek is awarded the National Medal of 
Technology and the Kilby Award.

1997 The American Chemical Society gives 
Kwolek the Perkin Medal.

1999 The Lemelson-MIT 
Lifetime Achievement 
Award is presented  
to Kwolek.

2003 Kwolek is added to 
the National Women’s 
Hall of Fame.

2007 Brit Wyckoff’s book, 
Stopping Bullets with a 
Thread: Stephanie Kwolek 
and Her Incredible Invention, 
is published.

2008 Kidhaven Press 
publishes an Innovator 
series and releases the book, 
Stephanie Kwolek: Kevlar®.

1978 Kwolek is given the 
American Society of  

Metals Award.

1981 Worcester 
Polytechnic Institute in 
Massachusetts honors 
Kwolek with a Doctor 
of Science Degree 
for “contributions 
to polymer and fiber 
chemistry.”

1985 Kwolek becomes a 
member of the Polymer 
Processing Hall of Fame.

“I became so interested in the research I 
was doing at DuPont, solving problems 
and constantly learning, that I changed 
my mind and did not go to medical 
school, and instead devoted my life to 
chemistry and polymer science.” 

Stephanie Kwolek

“At that time, there were not that 
many courses in polymer science 
at universities. The area was sort 
of a stepchild. Instead, I really 
felt that we, in the Planning and 
Research Laboratory of the Textile 
Fibers Department, were the real 
pioneers. We were doing the kind 
of exploratory chemistry that was 
usually done at universities.” 

Stephanie Kwolek
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Inventor of Kevlar®

Polymers and Kevlar®

Until the 1930’s, polymers were only found in nature. However, after Nylon was 
produced in 1939, a synthetic polymer revolution began. During the height of this 
revolution, Kwolek was working at DuPont, developing many recognizable fibers, 
such as Lycra®, Spandex®, Nomex®, and Kapton®. However, it wasn’t until the 
development of Kevlar®, a high performance fiber, in the 1960’s that Kwolek finally 
achieved some recognition. Before Kevlar®, synthetic fibers had to be stretched 
after spinning so that their molecules aligned. But the molecules in Kevlar® 
immediately aligned after the spinning process, making Kevlar® five times stronger 
per ounce than steel and much lighter. With this sort of strength, Kevlar® has lent 
itself to many uses ranging from bullet-proof vests to brake pads.
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dignity for future generations.
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