
 
	

 

 
 

The North Carolina Arboretum Symposium Seeks to Encourage  
Natural Dye Plant Cultivation in Western North Carolina 

 
Asheville, NC (March 1, 2018) – As consumers and producers become more concerned 

about sustainable manufacturing processes and products, natural dyes, most of them from plants, 

have started to be considered as an alternative to petroleum based dyes. And while there is a 

growing demand for natural dyes for use in the textile, cosmetic and food industries, the supply of 

local sources are often scant.  

On March 8, The North Carolina Arboretum is hosting a conference for growers and users 

of natural dyes entitled Growing Color: Natural Dyes from Plants.  The symposium, which is made 

possible in part through support from North Carolina Biotechnology Center, Hilton Asheville 

Biltmore Park, Cloth Fiber Workshop, Sow True Seeds, and Arboretum Community Partners, is 

designed to not only showcase the opportunities natural plant dyes present, but also to share 

information on successful growing techniques.  

Through the symposium, the Arboretum hopes to encourage farmers and dyers to grow 

their own dye plants as an alternative crop or for personal use. Beth Johnson, adult education 

coordinator at the Arboretum, describes this as part of the fibershed movement. “Much like the local 

food movement that raised awareness and generated interest in locally grown food, more and more 

people are interested in working with regionally sourced fibers and dyes.” 

The symposium includes a presentation by international teacher, author, and local weaving 

and dyeing expert Catherine Ellis entitled “What are Natural Dyes?” The symposium’s keynote 

address is from French botanist, chemist, dyer and naturalist Michel Garcia on the “Revival of 

Indigo, the Most Popular Natural Dye.” Rounding out the day-long event are is a panel discussion 

on growing four ancient plants that have been used as colorants for centuries:  turmeric, madder, 

bloodroot and weld.  
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Take turmeric (Curcuma longa), for example. It can be used to dye cloth yellow but these days 

it is primarily known as a tasty and healthy food colorant. Madder (Rubia tinctoria) has been one of 

the most important red dyes throughout the world because it can be cultivated. Bloodroot 

(Sanguinaria canadensis) is a beloved wildflower in the Western North Carolina Mountains, perhaps 

because it is one of the earliest spring ephemerals to make an appearance on the forest floor. For the 

Cherokee, however, it remains an important orange-reddish dye used to color their finely woven 

baskets. Weld (Reseda luteola), a plant originally introduced to the U.S. from Eurasia, possesses a leaf 

that produces a yellow which is among the most lightfast of the yellow dyes. Together, these plant 

have a long and colorful dyeing history dating back to the Neolithic period.  

 While there will be a nod to history, the program’s focus is squarely on the future 

commercial viability of growing these plants in the region. “Revivals are opportunities for 

reinvention,” Johnson noted. “So in that sense, you could say that what’s old has become new, 

again.” 

About The North Carolina Arboretum 
 
Each year more than 500,000 visitors experience the Arboretum’s gardens, trails, exhibits and plant shows, 
educational programs, demonstrations and lectures. The Arboretum’s ability to meet its mission and enrich 
the visitor experience is made possible by a community of supporting resources – from members, volunteers 
and staff to state and local funds, tribute gifts, grants and community partners.  
 
The central mission of The North Carolina Arboretum, an affiliate institution of the 17-campus University of 
North Carolina system, is to cultivate connections between people and plants. A standard $14 per vehicle 
parking fee is required for non-members. Special events and after-hours activities may require additional fees. 
For more information, please call (828) 665-2492 or visit www.ncarboretum.org.  
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