
Plants Used for Dye
 

Bayberry (Myrica pennsylvanica) is a common name used for a number ofrelated 
shmbs. The plants are very aromatic and have naked flowers and small 
berries covered with a greenish-white wax. Boiling the berries yielded an 
aromatic tallow used in making bayberry candles and soap. The berries also 
produced a gray-green color used as dye. 

Beet (Beta vulgaris) is a native ofEurasia. The roots are used for food, fodder and 
sugar. The common beet is the most important species. Beet juice produced a 
purplish-red dye. 

Blackberry (Rubus a//egheniensis) is a common name for several fruits related to 
the rose family. The ripe fruit is a cluster ofsmall, purplish drupes that 
contain stones or pits. A wild fruit, it was introduced into the garden about 1850. 
The drupes produced a light-gray dye. 

Bloodroot (Sanguinaria Canadensis) is a low perennial herb found throughout North 
America. It bears showy, white flowers in early spring. The roots contain a 
milky, orange-red juice used as paint and dye by Native Americans. The juice 
was used to stain wool an orange color. 

Bracken Fern (Pterdium aquilinum) is quite common in thickets, pastures and open 
woodland. A cut rootstalk exhibits an outline like a spread eagle, hence the Latin 
name aquila, which means eagle. Bracken fiddleheads, young fronds, are cooked 
and eaten as greens in some areas. When boiled, the fiddleheads produced a 
yellow-green dye. 

Dock (Rumex crispus) is a common name for a large group ofherbaceous plants ofthe 
buckwheat family. Found in temperate areas ofthe world, dock plants have stout 
taproots and large basal leaves. The brightly colored flowers lack petals and are 
borne in dense clusters. Young leaves are cooked and eaten like spinach. 
Sometimes called sorre~ most species are weeds. The roots and green leaves of 
dock produced a yellow dye. 

Goldenrod (Solidago odora) is a common name for related plants of the composite 
family. The yellow autumn flowers are found in a wide variety ofhabitats: 
woods, meadows, hills and rocky ground. Once considered a major cause ofhay 
fever, research with goldenrod pollen has determined it to be harmless. The 
leaves are sometimes used to make tea. The yellow flowers grow in clusters 
and produce a yellowish-tan dye that was very popular v.jth home dyers. 

Lily of the Valley (Convalleria majalis) is a perennial herb native to Eurasia. The plant 
has tongue shaped leaves and a red berry fruit. The tiny, white, bell-shaped 
flowers that hang from a single stem are used in perfume. Leaves picked early in 
the spring produced a pale, greenish-yellow dye. 

Marigold (Tagetes lucida) is a common name for related plants that have orange to 
yellow flowers. The sweet scented plant is cultivated as an annual. The flower 
heads produced a yellow dye. .~ ~ 
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Onion (Allium cepa) is a biennial herb ofthe lily family. Native to Asia it has been 
cultivated in temperate and subtropical regions for thousands ofyears. A bulb 
bearing plant, it bears white or pink flowers. The plant contains volatile oils that 
give it a pungent taste. One component dissolves in water to produce sulphuric 
acid, which affects the eyes and induces tears. A versatile veggie, it is consumed 
raw, cooked, pickled and dehydrated. The boiled skins produced a light yellow 
dye. 

Poison Sumac (Taxicondendren vernix) is a vine that produced a number of dyes 
used by Native Americans. The juice ofthe berries provided a red dye. 
Branches boiled with berries yielded a black ink-like tincture. The leaves 
were used to dye wool and silk black. Sumac was used for many years in the 
tanning and dyeing industry to produce a variety ofcolors: fawn, a rich yellow, 
a black, a peculiar green shade and a red. 

Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare) is a common name for 70 north temperate species of 
flowering plants. An aromatic perennial herb, it grows about 3 feet high, with 
deeply divided leaves and yellow flowering heads. Native to Europe and now 
neutralized in North America, it is ornamental in the garden and is used in 
cooking and in making a tonic. Leaves picked before the blooms appeared were 
used to dye wool a clear yellow. 

Water Hemlock (Cicuta maculata) is the most poisonous plant found in eastern North 
America. It has a stout stem, notched leaves, small white flowers, brown wit and 
grows in wet, swampy areas. Cut surfaces ofthe stem ooze a yellow oil that is 
extremely poisonous but the roots are the most poisonous part ofthe plant. The 
yellow juice of the root produced a yellow dye. 

Wild Marjoram (Origanum vulgare) is a member ofthe mint family. Its aromatic 
leaves, both fresh and dried, are used as seasoning. Commonly called oregano, 
its purple flowers gave a purplish color to wool and a reddish brown color to 
linen. 


