
Rubber—A Vital WWII Commodity 
 
 
• In 1922, scientists seeking to develop better automobile 

antifreeze accidentally produce the first synthetic rubber—
called Thiokol.  It is put into commercial production in 
1930. 

 
• In 1923 scientists at DuPont, led by Father (and professor 

of organic chemistry) Julius Nieuwland of Notre Dame, 
developed neoprene, an elastic substance derived from 
divinyl acetylene and sulfur dichloride.  Both neoprene 
and Thiokol are resistant to oil, unlike natural rubber. 

 
• Neoprene goes into full commercial production in 1934 

after the Dayton Rubber manufacturing Co., in Dayton, 
OH, successfully tests neoprene tires. 

 
• In Germany, Hitler spurs German industry to produce a 

synthetic rubber that will help Germany attain self-
sufficiency.  From this effort, oil-resistant Buna rubber is 
developed in the mid-1930s.  

 
• An explosion at DuPont’s neoprene factory halts all 

neoprene production.  Thiokol is found to be an 
unworkable alternative for tires.  U.S. tire manufacturers begin using German Buna rubber. 

 
• Standard Oil Co. of New Jersey, working with the German firm of I.G. Farben, reformulates 

Buna rubber into Butyl rubber, which holds air 13 times better than natural rubber, and 
resists aging, weathering, chemicals, moisture, and tearing. 

 
• In 1940, Franklin Roosevelt, calling rubber a “strategic and critical material,” creates the 

Rubber Reserve Company (RRC), to stockpile natural rubber and regulate synthetic rubber 
production.  Firestone, B.P. Goodrich, Goodyear, and U.S. Rubber agree to work together to 
solve the nation’s wartime rubber needs. 

 
• As Japan moves to conquer Southeast Asia, 90% of the world’s natural rubber suddenly 

becomes unavailable to the United States. 
 
• During the war, Americans are encouraged by the government to conserve rubber, 

contribute to scrap rubber drives, and abide by rationing regulations for tires, shoes, and 
other rubber products. 

 
• In 1940, only .4% of the rubber used by American companies was synthetic.  Production of 

one type of synthetic rubber increased in the U.S. during the war from 3,721 tons in 1942 to 
756,042 tons by 1945.  By 1950, the use of synthetic rubber outpaced natural rubber.  
Today more than 70% of rubber production utilizes synthetic rubber. 
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