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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Introduction


I set out to write this book with a wish to impart my knowledge and approach to natural dyes and textile production. I wanted to write something that would allow you to learn through your own sense of discovery in the way that I first did and still do. By teaching you the foundations of natural dyeing, and guiding you through simple stitch techniques, this book will allow you to dip in and out of projects while learning about how to forage for and grow your own dye plants. Having not had any formal training in textiles, I began working with fabric almost by accident. Although, looking back on it now, it makes total sense having grown up with my mother and grandmother sewing throughout my childhood. As a result, my approach to textiles has always been naïve and experimental, relying on my intuition and love of reading and research to teach myself the art of natural dyeing, patchwork and stitch. Originally being a painter and then an installation artist working with found objects, I have always been fascinated by our relationship to colour and material and their influence on culture in both a contemporary and historical context. When visiting museums I am always attracted to the faded and worn textiles you see on display. They seem steeped in history yet also timeless. My wish to create textiles that embody that same sense of place and time led to my discovery of natural dyes. I found looking for the perfect colour of fabric in shops was impossible. The subtlety I was afforded when mixing paint had been taken away and I felt I no longer had control over the most crucial aspect of my creative practice. I wanted to find a way of taking back this control of colour in my work, and it was the chance discovery of natural dyes that led me to the answer.


I have always been fascinated by our relationship to colour and material


Natural dyes are one of the most fragile and fleeting mediums to work with, but also one of the most rewarding and full of surprises. They immediately give you a wonderful relationship with the outdoors, which I hope will be one of the strongest influences this book has on you as a reader. My approach to working with natural dyes is experimental and, from an outside perspective, not always methodical. Over time I have come to realise that every dyer is different; there is no right or wrong way of doing things. After several years of learning and discovering the art of natural dyes, my practice has become far more about exploration and the freedom for the unexpected than it is about trying to achieve a rainbow spectrum of colour. I want to encourage people to play and have the confidence to work in a way that suits each and every individual in their own way. Colour is a perception and, as such, is sensitive to each of us individually.


Working with plant dyes and natural fibres allows you to appreciate the true value of textiles. Being able to take a raw material and transform it into something beautiful and useful is a truly rewarding experience, and one I believe more people should have the confidence to try. The more I work with natural dyes the more I have seen a change in my attitude to textile production. It teaches you the value of colour, how to work sparingly and be mindful of our consumption of water and energy. It has strengthened my convictions in wanting to make textiles that will last and develop their own character over time. One of the great benefits of working with natural dyes is how economical they are. Dyeing with plants affords you the privilege of experimentation and the luxury of working with natural and sustainable materials without a huge price tag. They are humble and often overlooked, yet can be elevated through how you choose to work with them.


Colour is a perception and, as such, is sensitive to each of us individually


Patchwork and stitch are also mediums that are historically associated with thrift, however they can be incredibly effective and remarkably contemporary in how you utilise them. My own textile practice is predominantly focused on the making of large-scale wall hangings and quilts. I treat these pieces in the same way I used to treat paintings. It is about capturing a moment in time through spontaneous composition and the mark of the maker’s hand. Quilts can be time consuming and can take weeks, months and sometimes even years to complete, so I wanted to write a book that would focus on the production of smaller textile pieces that can be used every day and become part of your daily ritual. Culturally, textiles are a very intimate part of daily life. We wear them like a second skin, inhabit them and sleep with them. Part of the joy of making is being able to use what we create and watch it age and change as it becomes well loved and worn.


My partner and I run a studio practice called Forest + Found and, as the name suggests, we look to the natural world as our predominant source of materials. My partner, who is a woodworker, relies on the forest to source his wood while I work alongside him to forage for dye plants. We have an allotment where we grow our own vegetables and dye plants, as well as giving us the perfect getaway from busy city life. Whether you live in the city or countryside, natural dyeing is achievable. You can forage for dye plants in local parks or rural hedgerows and many dyes come from the kitchen, such as onion skins and used coffee grounds.
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A simple hand stitch can slow us down and make us live within the moment


I fell in love with textiles and natural dyes because of their connection to the natural world and a deeper understanding of their benefits to our wellbeing. A simple hand stitch or the picking of wild berries can slow us down and make us live within the moment. By writing this I wish to introduce you to the simple pleasures of your local plants and the joy in the simplicity of a needle and thread. This book has been written to start you off on a journey of your own discovery, through the understanding of natural fibres and the transformative power of being in the wild.
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NATURAL COLOUR


 


 


I’d like to take a moment to talk a little about what natural dyes are and where they come from. The definition of a natural dye is a colour or pigment that is derived from plants and minerals. Essentially, they are a part of the natural world and the landscape around us. Historically, all textiles would have been dyed using natural dyes and this traditional process was used up until the late 1800s, when the first synthetic dye was introduced. Natural dyes, unlike synthetics, do something very special when you look at them. The physical molecule of natural dye pigment reflects light in a very different way from that of an equivalent synthetic dye molecule. The result is that they look luminescent; they have a very changeable quality and appear chameleon-like in different light environments. I have often been asked if the fabric I produce is suede, as it has such a reflective quality. It is one of the reasons I fell in love with using natural dyes, and I hope it will be something that transforms your relationship to textiles and colour, too.


Essentially these dyes are a part of the natural world and the landscape around us


Certain dye plants have been used for centuries, such as woad, weld and madder, because of their ability to produce reliable and bright primary colours. My own interest in dye plants lies more in the locality of natural dyes and the ability to walk out of your front door and find a colour palette that directly relates to your environment. I am familiar with natural dyers who analyse dyes on a molecular level; dyers with long and meticulously researched and practised recipes; historical dyers who work with obscure ingredients and methods; and contemporary dyers who can recreate a colour time and time again. Each and every one contributes to the natural dye community and I am proud to be one of them. However, I have learnt to embrace my own identity as a natural dyer by employing experimental methods and a sense of intuition. I like to play and accept that chance is at hand when working with my dye vats. I have never taken to recording my results, as I am not that interested in accurately re-creating colours that I have produced in the past. Instead I have always enjoyed the spontaneity of experimenting in the moment and discovering new colours as I go. The point I am making is that there is no right or wrong in this wonderful process and I hope that by learning the basics you will find your own identity and voice.
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DYE PLANTS


& where to find them


Sourcing dye plants is one of my favourite parts of the natural dyeing process and is the reason I began writing this book in the first place. Every one of you will have found your way to natural dyes for different reasons, whether out of curiosity for the process, a love of the outdoors or a concern for the environment. Whatever your reason may be, I can only imagine you will find satisfaction in being able to walk out into the wild and source natural colour. There are three main types of dye plants that I am going to talk about throughout this book. The first being those found as a by-product in your own kitchen, the second those that you can grow from seed and the third, and most exciting in my opinion, are those you can forage for in the wild. I have found the journey to understanding and getting to know wild dye plants and how to grow my own, truly liberating. Once you start being able to recognise and name plants it becomes quite addictive. I have several books on identifying plants and I often find myself rushing home to look up a plant I spotted while out walking. I hope this book will be a stepping-stone to your own discovery of your native and local plant life.


IN THE KITCHEN


A great place to start experimenting with different sources of natural dyes is to look at what you may be used to putting on the compost heap or throwing away. Many dye plants are also edible, such as onions, avocados, black beans and red cabbage. As such, it is always the easiest place to begin as a newcomer to natural dyeing, as it is an easy and inexpensive way to get started. The part of the plants that you use for dyeing tends to be that which you would normally throw away. The skins of onions and avocados, as unassuming as they may seem, are actually fantastic sources of dye, producing deep ochres, tans and pinks. I recommend that you start setting aside your skins and peelings as soon as you can, as you need to collect a decent amount in order to produce strong colours in your dye vat. Rather than falling into the trap of buying expensive fruit and vegetables in bulk for the sake of dyeing with them, I advise you to ask close friends and family to save theirs for you, to help build up your stock.


Growing your own plants is one of the most enriching and wonderful processes to embark on


GROWING YOUR OWN


It might seem like a lot of effort to grow your own dye plants, but I have found it to be one of the most enriching and wonderful processes to embark on. It doesn’t matter whether you have an allotment, a small garden or a sunny windowsill; it is always possible to grow dye plants from your own home. Not only is it a great source of plants that are otherwise expensive or difficult to get hold of, but also now I understand and have a greater respect for the nature of wild plants and their annual growing seasons. Growing my own dye plants has allowed me to sustainably produce dye colours that I cannot get from foraged local flora. Plants such as madder, woad and weld are traditional dye plants that have been used for centuries as sources of red, blue and yellow, and can be bought online ready to dye with. However, they are expensive and tend to have come from overseas. I have found these and other dye plants incredibly easy to grow from seed in pots, borders or raised beds, and one plant will produce enough plant matter to dye with on a small scale. Depending on where you live, you may find that these plants grow wild and are native to your roadsides and gardens, in which case you can experiment in growing those that are harder for you to find locally.


WILD FORAGING


The most exciting way to source dye plants is to go out and discover what may be growing locally to you. Whether you live in an urban or rural setting, you will find an abundance of plants to forage for. You can look for them in woodlands, by roadsides, in city parks and even growing out of the cracks in pavements. Wild dye plants can be categorised into three main types: those that grow on trees, fruits – such as wild berries, and flowering plants. Just a few of those that I like to use are acorns, oak galls, alder cones, blackberries, elderberries, rosehips, nettles, dock and bracken.


It is very important before you begin foraging to understand and respect the environment you are choosing to forage in. There are a few general rules and guidelines that it is advisable to follow:


• You must not pick plants that are on private land unless you have been granted permission to do so and you must never take from areas of conservation.


• Always choose to forage for a plant that appears to be growing in abundance. This way you can take the amount that you need while leaving plenty for your local wildlife to live on.


• Don’t ever strip an entire plant of its leaves or peel bark off a living tree as this can end up killing it. Instead, take a few leaves from multiple plants and hunt for fallen logs on the forest floor from which you can easily remove the bark.


• The most important rule of foraging is to always make sure you know the plant you are about to pick. Poisonous plants do grow in amongst those that are safe, so it is vital that you build your confidence in identifying wild plants. Use an identification book for wild plants native to your local area to make sure you are confident in what you are foraging for.


STORING DYESTUFF


Once you begin working with natural dyes you will begin to notice that it is rather a seasonal practice. Plants may give you different colour results when picked at different times of the year, and some plants are only available for a short period of time. Young nettles and hawthorn blossoms are available in spring, while flowers and berries appear in summer, and acorns and alder cones mature during the autumn. Dyestuff found in your kitchen will most likely be available all year round.


If you have been successfully growing and foraging for plants you may find that you want to store them for future use. You can freeze leaves, berries, flowers and vegetable peelings if you have access to a freezer, or you can dry your dyestuff and store it out of direct sunlight. For larger stems of leaves, suspend them in a well-ventilated space like a shed, garage or covered porch until they are completely dry. For berries and flowers it is best to lay them out on muslin to allow for good air circulation and then store them in paper bags or glass jars in a dark place. Acorns, oak galls and alder cones are already dry and will store just as they are. At this point, it is a good idea to label them, as a few weeks down the line you may find it hard to identify them and remember exactly what is what. In general, if frozen or dried you can keep dyestuff for as long as you like. If dyestuff has been stored wet or even slightly damp it can go mouldy, so you must ensure everything has been thoroughly dried out before being put in a paper bag or glass jar.
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