From blossom to beautiful fibers; a marigold dye tutorial from the
Chesapeake Fibershed

We hope you are enjoying the process of watching your marigold plants grow from seeds
into vibrant green plants. As your plants grow they will begin to put out blooms in their
efforts to create seeds for the next year. Your role is to get to know your plants, to
water them and watch their development. If you have a good number of plants producing
blossoms all at once you can create a fresh flower dye, or you can gather and dry your
blooms to use when you have a larger amount. You can harvest your marigold blooms
throughout the summer, as the more you harvest the flowers, the more flowers the
plants will produce. Below you will find some general guidelines for how to gather, store
and dye with your marigold flowers.

Ideas for how to dry and store your marigold blooms…
Gather flowers from your plants when they are at their peak blossom or just after.
Lay to dry on newspaper or a plate lined with a paper towel. Give the drying blooms
plenty of space and turn them over every so often.
You can also string your blooms and hang them to dry.

Drying marigolds for future dye projects…

Getting ready to dye with plants
There are many ways to set up a dye studio in your own home. Before we get started
with the process itself you are going to need to gather a few key essentials for your
adventures into natural dyeing. If you think you might be doing a bit of plant dyeing in the
future, this might be a good time to invest in the purchase of a designated dye pot. The
ideal would be a stainless steel or non-reactive metal pot. Although we will be dyeing with
non-toxic and natural ingredients, you do not want to use your cooking pots for dye pots
as one is for food, and the other for fiber. That said, for this particular dye process
you can use a mason jar for the marigold dye process described below and any kitchen
pot will do, as the jar itself will be your dye pot.
We also give the sustainable option of creating a solar dye and working with the heat of
the sun for all the steps in your dye process. Summer is the best time for solar dyeing
but early fall in the Chesapeake Fibershed is also good..

A list of supplies you will need:
*fibers to dye: we suggest a small skein of wool yarn (1-2 ounces in weight) or your
choice of washed sheep’s wool or another protein (animal based) fiber
Note: protein, or animal fiber such as sheep’s wool, mohair from goat fiber or alpaca
behave very differently than fibers which come from plants such as linen from flax, or
cotton. For this dye project we recommend that you use protein fibers as they are
easier to mordant (process explained below) and in general they take up plant dyes more
readily.
*A cup of dried marigolds or a cup and a half of fresh marigolds (note: fresh marigolds
contain more water than dried marigolds so you will need a larger volume of blooms when
working with fresh plants).
*wooden spoon, metal spoon
*A mordant: Potassium Alum Sulfate or Alum Sulfate (a picking agent available at most
grocery stores). McCormick spice company sells small bottles containing a few ounces
which is just enough for this project.
Note: a mordant is a metal salt that helps your plant pigment to bind with your fiber. The
word mordant comes from the French word, mordre, which means to bite. Potassium
Alum sulfate is a mordant commonly used when dying with wool and other protein fibers
(wool, silk and other animal based fibers). Alum is a natural mineral salt which has been
mined and used as a mordant since ancient times.
*Cream of tartar: this is an optional addition to your recipe. Cream of tartar can help
the alum to bond with the fibers more strongly and can bring a richer color to your
fibers. Cream of tarter is an acidic residue, or byproduct, of the process of
fermenting grapes. Cream of tartar is also available at most grocery stores.
You will have the option of setting up a dye pot in a quart sized mason jar and using it to
create a solar dye extraction or creating a double boiler and working on your kitchen
stove.

*For solar dyeing you will need a quart sized mason jar. This will be your dye vessel if you
are working outside.
If you are setting up your dye pot in the mid-summer and temperatures outside are at
least 70 and sunny you do not need to have the additional pots listed below.
For indoor stovetop dyeing you will need the following:
*2 quart or larger cooking pot or a designated dye pot (you will need this to create a
double boiler for your mason jar) or if you have a dye pot you may follow the same
steps substituting your pot for the double boiler we create.
*washcloth or square of heavy fabric (nothing fancy–this is just to line your cooking pot
to insulate your mason jar)
Once you have a cup or more of dried or fresh blooms you are ready to begin your dye
process. This is a three step process.
1. Wash or scour your fibers to remove any excess grease from the milling process or
lanalon from the wool itself.
2. Mordant your fibers
3. Create a dye
These steps can be done with breaks in between scouring or mordanting, or you can do
the whole sequence over the course of a few days moving through the three steps
sequentially. This is a slow dye process, one which relies on time to help prepare and dye
your fibers.

Scour your fibers:

Using a double boiler method for washing wool. Scouring, or washing fibers before dyeing helps to assure
better color take up.

To clean your fibers, soak your fibers in a bowl of warm water for twenty minutes.
Meanwhile, place a washcloth or scrap of fabric on the bottom of your pot and fill the
pot with water. Fill your mason jar with warm water and place the jar on the cloth in the
pot. Begin to heat the water in the pot. When it is about bath water temperature in your
mason jar, put a drop or two of neutral ph soap in your mason jar and stir gently. Try to
avoid creating bubbles. Now lower your pre-wetted fibers into the mason jar and bring to
a medium heat for about 30 minutes. Using a spoon pull your fibers out of the jar and let
them rest in a bowl. Rinse off any residual soap. You can proceed directly to the next
set of instructions or allow your fibers to dry and follow the next steps when you are
ready.

Mordant your fibers:

Add alum and cream of tartar to a mason jar for the process of mordanting your fibers.

For this dye process you will begin by putting a mordant on your fibers so that they are
ready to soak up the colors from your flowers.
Begin by soaking your fiber for twenty minutes in room temperature tap water.
Bring a kettle to a high heat–not boiling about 120-140 degrees.
Fill your mason jar about 3/4 full with this hot water.

Add a couple of teaspoons of alum for 2-3 ounces and a teaspoon for an ounce of fiber
and an optional “pinch” cream of tartar (¼ teaspoon). Mix until the ingredients have
dissolved in the water.
Allow this mixture to cool to a temperature which is comfortable to the touch–bath

temperature.
Place the fibers in the jar containing your mordant.
You will now create a double boiler to re-heat the jar.
Heat your fibers in your double boiler for about 45 minutes at a medium heat, careful not
to boil the liquid or fibers. Remove from heat and allow the fibers to cool overnight.
If you prefer to use the energy from the sun, you can place the jar in the sun for a day
and then allow the jar to sit overnight.
In the morning, pour out the liquid and gently squeeze your fibers to expel a bit of the
liquid. To rinse your fibers, fill a large bowl with warm/tepid water and set your fibers in
the water. Gently swish. Drain the bowl and remove the fibers. Repeat this process one
more time. Be very careful as you handle your fibers especially wool, mohair and alpaca.
Do not agitate or move from high temperature to cooler temperatures as your fiber will
felt. After your last rinse you can very gently press the water out of your fibers and
hang them or lay them on a towel to dry. If you are ready to continue you can head right
to the dye process.
Note: These general recommendations of mordant to fiber. If you wish to be more
exacting you can weigh out your fiber and use 10-12 percent alum and 3 percent cream of
tartar to weight of fibers

Dried marigold blooms from the garden. Every harvest is unique—even the soil and caretaking have an influence
on the color gesture of your dyes.

Direct dyeing with fresh or dried marigold blooms:
Following are directions for creating a direct or contact dye pot with your harvested
marigold blooms. Dyes from plants can be extracted and strained and then your fibers
can be added to the dye liquid. Another method is to create the dye with the fibers in the
pot. In this way you are simultaneously pulling colors from the plants and allowing them to
be absorbed by your mordanted fibers. This kind of dyeing can create rich and
complicated hues and truly embraces all aspects of the plant. For this process you can
use your mason jar as a solar dye pot or you can create a double boiler and heat the jar
on the stove.

Solar or stovetop plant dyeing in a glass vessel:

Measuring out about a cup of dried blooms in the dye vessel.

*Pre-wet your fibers in a bowl of tepid water

Pre-wetting the fibers before proceeding to the dye process.

*Place a cup of dried marigold blooms or a cup and half of fresh blooms in a quart sized
glass jar
*Place a metal spoon in the jar and fill with close to boiling water
*Stir your dye pot (jar) and allow it to sit for 10 minutes

First glimmer of color just moments after filling a jar with water and flowers.

After allowing the jar to sit for 10-15 minutes the heat of the water draws out the rich marigold pigments.
Time to add your fibers!

*Add your wetted fibers to the jar, carefully pushing the fibers down beneath the
surface of the dye liquid

You can either heat your jar in a double boiler (as we did when washing the fibers and
setting the mordant), or continue to let your jar sit in a sunny window or outside in the sun.
The solar dye vat works best in the heat of the summer.

Solar dye vessel sitting in a sunny window in late summer…then allowed to sit overnight.

If you are going to leave the jar to sit in the sun outside, consider placing a lid on it to
keep the insects out. Find a nice sunny spot and leave your jar to cook in the sun’s
warming heat. It is best not to leave your jar on a hot pavement, or stone patio in
temperatures above 90 degrees unless you will be nearby to check that your jar is not
overheating. You can allow your jar to sit a day or two in the sun before proceeding to
remove and rinse the fibers. If you notice that your dye water is clear in color your
marigolds have already released their pigments and it is time to proceed to rinsing.
If you would like to heat your jar on the stove you can create a makeshift double boiler
by placing a cloth, or washcloth at the bottom of a cooking pot. Fill the pot with water,
bring to a high heat and place your jar in the pot. You will need to find the balance as to
how much water you place in the pot. It It should at least come up to ½-⅔ the level of the
liquid in your dye vessel. Hold the pot just beneath a simmer for 30-40 minutes, replacing
the water in the pot if the level drops significantly. A good way to gauge the temperature
is to look for the rise of steam on the surface of the water. Try to keep the heat just
below or at this steam point.
Deciding on the length of time to heat your dye stuff is a personal choice and ultimately,
you are your best guide. In general 30-40 minutes on a gentle heat will be enough time to
extract the color from fresh or dried flowers. Take care not to boil your blooms as
some can lose their clarity when over processed. Every plant is different and the release
of color is variable depending on so many factors such as harvest time, extraction
temperature, length of time in the vat and the quality of our water being just a few of
the many factors that can influence the color. Trust your own judgment, if you like the
color which is emerging, then perhaps it is time to allow your fibers to rest overnight.
Keep in mind that when your fibers dry, the color will lighten by a few shades (see photos
below). In general it is best to allow for a moderate amount of heat either in the solar or
the stovetop method and to allow the fibers to cool or sit in the dye overnight before
proceeding to rinse.

Gently rinsing the dyed fibers in tepid-cool water after allowing the fibers to sit in the dye bath overnight.

In the morning, rinse your fibers in a bowl of tepid to cool water. You can remove some
of the larger bits of plant matter by shaking the fibers out though it is much easier to
remove and shake your plant materials out after the fibers have dried.

Colors will shift as the fibers dry. Fibers on the left are still damp after rinsing and on the right a bit lighter
after the skein has dried.

We hope you have enjoyed this tutorial and that your marigold dyed fibers are beautiful.
We know they will be unique, and will be an expression of your particular place and
relationship with the plants. Don’t forget to allow some of your blooms to remain on the
plants in the fall so that you can harvest seeds for next year’s garden.
Please feel free to share a photo or two on…tag us using @chesapeakefibershed or
#chesapeakefibershed

