A
day
with the

du Ponts

Lose yourself in the legacy of the First
State’s innovative first family at four
engaging museums
Hagley Museum

All-American enterprise: Hagley is the site of the gunpowder works founded by E.I. du Pont. The museum includes restored mills, a workers’ community, and a du Pont family home.
By Mara Gorman for USA TODAY
Delaware wears its title of First State
proudly, if a little defensively. It doesn’t
help that so many cultural centers are so
close—Washington, D.C. and Philadelphia are
reachable in less than two hours from most
parts of the Diamond State, and midtown
Manhattan is an easy drive, too.
But in fact, Delaware has some important
claims to fame, chief among them that it’s
the birthplace of the DuPont company. From
the Teflon in your pans to the refrigerants
that keep your food cold, you probably
use DuPont products every day withouth
thinking about it.
And it is the Brandywine Valley of
northern Delaware, which Eleuthère Irénée
du Pont (known to his friends as E.I.) came
to from France in 1800, that is the du Pont
family’s home.

Innovators, collectors, and do-gooders,
the du Pont family left a legacy. that
includes four museums, all located within
minutes of each other. These museums
tell an important story, not just about
this particular family and the region, but
about American history in the 19th and
20th centuries. And during December and
early January, they also feature spectacular
holiday decorations.

HAGLEY MUSEUM
To start at the beginning, make the Hagley
Museum and Library your first destination.
Situated along the sleepy Brandyine River
north of Wilmington, this is where the
du Ponts settled when they arrived in the
United States at the turn of the 19th century.
It is also where they built the gunpowder
mills that were the origin of their fortune

and the chemical company that still bears
the family name.
At Hagley you can tour Eleutherian Mills,
the ancestral home filled with antiques and
belongings from the first five generations of
the family who lived there. Stroll through the
formal garden and the nearby barn, which
houses the powder wagons that used to carry
the volatile product to the ships docked in the
Delaware River.
Of course, the du Ponts could not have
been successful without the hard and very
risky work done by their employees. The
Workers’ Hill and Powder Yard area of the
museum offer a chance to see where the
workers and their families lived, went to
school, and made the powder. Interpreters
perform hands-on tasks and invite visitors,
especially children, to try everything from
writing with quill pens to washing and
rinsing socks to running the machinery.

HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS: Now through
Jan. 1, Eleutherian Mills is adorned with
handmade decorations for Christmas and
Twelfth Night, as it might have appeared
during the holidays when the family lived
there. Also on display are lace and handwork
made and used by du Pont family members.
There are a number of ongoing special
events throughout December, many of
them aimed at children. Each weekend has
a different theme. Among other activities,
children can make Victorian Christmas
decorations, pop corn on a wood-burning
stove, and learn about holiday traditions
from around the world.
The Belin House Cafe is a nice spot for
an informal lunch. On weekends through
December, the cafe will feature an organic
holiday brunch.
>>200 Hagley Road, Wilmington, Del.;
302-658-2400; hagley.org

of the rooms are actually set up as Mr. du
Pont (as the docents invariably refer to him)
stipulated they should be before his death
in 1969. The 60-acre garden, which includes
an interactive children’s garden, is one of the
best examples of naturalized horticulture in
the country.
HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS: December and
early January are an especially good time
to visit Winterthur, since the museum pulls
out all the stops when it comes to Yuletide
decorating. This year, the holiday tour
highlights Christmas in America from the
end of the 18th century through World War
II, showing visitors how traditions changed
over time. An 18-foot Christmas tree is decorated much as it would have been when the
du Ponts lived in the house. Special events
include weekend breakfasts with Santa and
special evening tours.
>>5105 Kennett Pike, Winterthur, Del.;
302-888-4600; winterthur.org

Provided by Nemours Mansion and Gardens

Two miles north of Hagley lies Nemours
Mansion and Gardens. This is the grand
estate of Alfred I. du Pont, great grandson
of E.I., who spent his childhood playing
in the powder yards at Hagley. The house
and formal garden were built in the style
of Versailles. Curious about how a captain
of industry lived in the last century? This
is your chance for an inside view. Intimate
tours are given in small groups.
What’s fascinating about Nemours is that,
despite its enormous size and grandeur,

By the numbers

2559
Total acres owned by these four
museums—pretty much all of it
gorgeously landscaped. Bring your
walking shoes.

it feels like someone’s home. Portraits by
Romney and Brueghel share walls with
family portraits and photographs. The clock
in the entry was commissioned by Marie
Antoinette, but the furniture looks like it
is still waiting for someone to sit on it. A
highlight of the tour, which encompasses

more than half of the mansion’s 70 rooms, is
a visit to the basement bowling alley where
A.I. also showed home movies.
HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS: The house is
decorated much as it might have been
when A.I. and his third wife lived here
in the 1930s. The dining room is set for
a family dinner party with gifts at each
place. A large Christmas tree dominates the
entrance. Antique toys spill onto the floor
of the foyer, as if waiting for children from
the pediatric hospital next door, which was
founded per A.I.’s will after his death in
1935, to come play.
>>Route 141 and Alapocas Rd., Wilmington, Del.; 302-651-6912;
nemoursmansion.org

WINTERTHUR MUSEUM,
GARDEN, AND LIBRARY
For an altogether different experience,
head four miles north from Nemours to the
Winterthur Museum, Garden, and Library.
Built on land originally purchased by family
patriarch E.I. du Pont, the original 12-room,
1837 house was turned into a museum
nearly 60 years ago by Henry Francis du
Pont, an avid collector of American decorative arts. So avid, in fact, he had to add a few
rooms to display his furniture and paintings.
One hundred and sixty three rooms make up
the final count.
Winterthur houses 90,000 items made
or used in America from 1640 to 1860.
Unlike a traditional museum, the furniture
and art is displayed in rooms of the house
where the family lived at one time. Many
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Take I-95 South from downtown Philly
to Wilmington. From there, Hagley is
easily reached on I-95 by taking the
202 North/Concord Pike exit to Route
141 South. To reach Nemours from
Hagley, retrace your steps about two
miles north on Route 141 to Alapocas
Drive and turn right. To reach Winterthur from Hagley, take 141 South
to Route 52 North, which will also
take you north into Pennsylvania and
Longwood Gardens. The first three
museums are just a few miles apart;
Longwood is 12 miles north.

Wedding gift: Alfred du Pont built the elaborate Nemours Mansion for his second wife, Alicia.

NEMOURS MANSION
AND GARDENS

Get
there

Provided by Longwood Gardens

LONGWOOD GARDENS
Longwood Gardens may not actually be
in Delaware, but since its founder Pierre S.
du Pont was so important to the state (he
donated millions of dollars to the public
schools) Delawareans like to pretend that the
border extends the extra 12 miles to include
this landmark set of gardens. The gardens
include 1,077 acres, 11,000 types of plants,
and The Conservatory, one of the largest and
finest greenhouses in the world.
To get yet another perspective on the
du Pont legacy and learn the story of the
gardens’ creation, visit the Peirce du Pont
House where you can both see an exhibit
and watch a video about P.S., who was not
only president of the DuPont Company
but also served as the chairman of General
Motors.
HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS: The holiday
decorations at Longwood are among the best
you’ll find anywhere and are an indispensible part of many families’ end-of-year
celebrations. It’s the most fun to visit after
dark, when enormous snowflakes made of

While Hagley, Winterthur, and
Longwood all run special programs
and have exhibits aimed at children,
Nemours does not allow visitors
younger than 12.

lights dangle from the trees and the outdoor
fountains (with sprays timed to music from
The Nutcracker) are illuminated in shades of
red and green.
The humid air of The Conservatory helps
to grow countless poinsettias, amaryllis,
calla lilies, narcissi—just to name a few of the
featured flowers.
Other decorations include Christmas
trees decorated with everything from dried
flowers to cookies to paper chains made by
local school children; a moving model train;
and a 10,010 pipe organ.
>>1001 Longwood Rd., Kennett Square,
Pa.; longwoodgardens.org

