Marigolds for natural dyeing: from seed to garden to dye and back again

Marigolds in the garden…

Part one: Planting and Harvesting
A guide to growing and harvesting marigolds
Marigolds are sun loving, bright and easy to grow. Your marigolds will bloom in shades from
yellow to orangy-red. Marigolds are native to South America and are now naturalized all
around the world. The flowers can be used to make beautiful shades of yellow to orange
on wool, cotton and other natural fibers.

Potted marigolds…

Where to plant:
You can plant your seeds in an established garden bed or in pots. Marigolds make great
companions to vegetable gardens, especially tomatoes as their strong scent can help to
chase away pests (big and little).
When to plant:
Plant your seeds outside after the last frost in your area or begin your seeds in pots
inside three weeks before the last frost.

Marigold seeds ready for planting…

How to plant in the garden:
If you are planting directly in your garden, gently loosen your soil with a small garden fork
or with your fingers. If your soil needs a little nourishment consider mixing a bit of
compost into the bed as marigolds appreciate rich soil.
You can plant your marigolds in a row, in an area or whatever shape you desire.

Pull

back the uppermost layer of soil in the area you wish to plant, and water the area and let
the ground sit for about 15 minutes. Now scatter your seeds on the soil so that they are
about one inch apart.
If you are planting in a row, you can plant a few seeds together about six inches apart.
Cover the seeds with a layer of soil about ½’ deep.

How to plant in a pot:
Fill a few 12-14” pots with potting soil or raised bed mix. Sprinkle your seeds on the
surface so that they are a few inches apart.

Sprinkling seeds on the surface of your soil (in the garden, seedling tray or in a pot)_…

Cover with a layer of soil about ½’. You can also make little holes about ½’ deep two
inches apart and drop your seeds in the hole and cover with soil.
Tamping and watering:
After you cover your seeds gently press the soil down with your fingers. This is called
tamping the soil. Try not to compact the soil too much, you just want to help set the
seeds so that a heavy rain and your own watering will not wash them away. Water your
planted seeds again and keep them well watered during the germination or sprouting period!

Marigold seedlings at one week…

It is a happy day when your marigolds first emerge! It usually takes about 4-6 days for
the first touch of green to show depending on the temperature of the soil. The first
little leaves of your marigold plant are called cotyledons. They are the plant's first source
of nourishment. When your plants develop the second set of leaves you will begin to see
the real shape of the marigolds leaf pattern.

Marigolds seedlings at two weeks showing their first few sets of real leaves–a signal that they are ready to
be transplanted into a larger pot or in the garden.

Seedling care and thinning out a bed:

After your marigolds grow two pairs of second leaves, or reach about 2-3 inches in
height, you can thin out your bed or pot so that the plants are about 6-8 inches apart. It
is fine to grow your plants closer together, especially if you are growing in a smaller area
such as a pot. If you are able to give your plants more space (8-10 inches apart) they will
grow bigger and bushier and will provide you with more flowers. Your marigolds may
grow as tall as 18”-24” inches if given the space to grow.
First decide which plants you will move to make space. Remember you will want about 6
to 8 inches between your plants. Prepare the soil in your new spot and dig little holes to
about a 3-4” depth. Water the holes and water the plants you plan to move. After
watering let the soil sit and settle for 10-15 minutes.
You can use a little spoon to gently scoop out and transplant the plants. Be very careful
to scoop out the roots to a depth of about 2-3” inches for as tall as your plant is, the
roots of the little plants will be about the same in depth! The roots are very delicate so
treat them with care as you dig them out and gently set them into the holes you prepared.
Fill in the holes with soil, gently tamp and water your plants.
Caring for your marigolds:
Your marigolds can tolerate heat and sun but they do need to be watered on a fairly
regular basis--especially when the plants are young! When the plants reach their full height
and if they are planted closely together they will make their own shade and will be able to
stand up to a few days with dryer soil.
Harvesting marigold blooms and seeds for the next season:
You can make a dye from either fresh or dried marigold blooms. If you only have a few
plants it is a good idea to harvest the blooms, dry them and wait until you have a good sized
quantity for your dye pot. Marigolds will produce more flowers the more you pick them.
You can let the flowers sit on the plant, enjoy them and as they begin to wilt, pick them
and dry them. About twenty flower heads will be enough to dye a couple of ounces of
wool fiber. The more flowers you use the stronger your dye will be!

Leaving the last blooms of the growing season on your plants until they dry will provide you with ample seeds
for next year’s marigold garden! The seeds develop in the base of the flower head and can be gently opened
to release a bundle of seeds.

At the end of the growing season (late September, early October in the Chesapeake
Fibershed region) you can allow the flowers to dry on the plant and gather flower heads
when they are well dried. When you gently break open the dried flowers you will find
seeds inside. These are your seeds for next year's marigold garden!
Marigold dye recipe to follow soon…
(Happy gardening from Kerstin Zurbrigg, natural dyer, gardener and maker of things fiber
and beyond)

Marigold dyed local wool yarn…

