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Wrap-and-rust dyeing is an unpredictable 

surface design process using the natural 

pigments in specific botanical materials 

to create fabulous contact prints. Leaves, 

seeds, flowers, roots, and stems are 

wrapped in tight bundles of prepared-for-

dyeing (or PFD) cloth and boiled in 

water with alum or metal scraps as a 

mordant. Plants can be fresh or dried. 

There has been a great resurgence of 

interest in all things natural, including 

rediscovering plants that historically 

put pigment onto cloth. A felting class 

with artist India Flint in 2011, where we 

dyed our work with plants, set me on a 

journey of passionate experimentation 

that has preoccupied my studio practice 

and inspired many of my art quilts. I 

have spent six years figuring out which 

local plants work using this process. 

I also include rust and sometimes 

chemical dyes. In addition to cotton, 

I use PFD linen, bamboo, silk, rug 

hookers’ wool, and a variety of blends.

This is an organic and natural process 

that often produces very unexpected 

results, generally lovelier than you could 

have ever imagined.

Wrap and Rust Dyeing
by Maggie Vanderweit

Sponsored by Bernina of America, eQuilter.com, FreeSpirit Fabrics, QNNtv

Materials
• Prepared for dyeing (PFD) linen, 

cotton, or other natural fabrics in a 

variety of sizes

• Powdered milk (2 cups diluted in 

water will prepare at least 3 yards of 

cellulose cloth) 

• Rusted metal scraps

• Plants (see list)

• Plastic to cover work surface

• Apron

• Latex gloves

• Undyed elastic bands or natural 

colored string

• Alum (found in the bulk food or spice 

department)

• Electric hotplate (2-burner is best)

• Large canning pot with lid, metal 

tongs, and metal bowl that are 

reserved for non-food use

• Large plastic container 

• Resealable plastic bags

• White vinegar 

• Drying rack

Optional

• Camera to record what is in bundle

• Lint roller

Maggie Vanderweit and host Susan Brubaker Knapp
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Tips for working with rust and natural dyes
Dried plants can be reconstituted—soak or spritz with water. 

Rust-Dyeing 
instRuctions
For this type of dyeing, any type of fabric 

works well: it can be printed, patterned, 

or plain white. 

1. Lay out fabric, carefully arrange rusty 

bits, which can be bigger shapes. 

(You may include plants too.) Wrap 

bundles tightly with elastics.

Tip: Wrap all bundles as tightly as 

possible.

2. Place the wrapped bundles 

in a plastic bin with a 1:1 (or 

stronger) vinegar + water solution. 

Soak to completely absorb the 

vinegar—20–60 minutes. You can 

resoak as needed. 

3. Lay bundles in the sun/air or place 

them in sealed plastic bags to batch. 

4. When the rust shows through, they 

are done. 

5. Wearing gloves, unwrap the bundles 

carefully and rinse the fabrics very 

well with water. Hang the cloth to 

dry. Rusty fabrics can be stiff, hard to 

sew, dull needles, and dirty your iron. 

Clean your cool iron with a damp, 

soft cloth and a bit of household 

cleansing powder. 

Caution: Be careful handling rusty metal 

scraps! Set up an outdoor studio with a 

sturdy inflammable table for the immersion 

dyeing. Always be aware of the boiling 

pot. Handle hot bundles with tongs and let 

them cool before unwrapping. Wear a mask 

if working with powdered dyes. Use oven 

mitts around the hot pot.

• Dried plants can be reconstituted—
soak or spritz with water.

• You can also cover your flat fabric/
plants with iron or alum “blankets” 
(fabrics presoaked in iron/alum 
solutions). 

• Add powdered dye, metal scraps, and 
whole plants to the pot. 

• Try different ways of wrapping and 
folding your bundles. Think shibori and 
mirror images. Add other things you 
want to color to the pot. 

• Wear latex gloves when unwrapping.
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Plant-Dyeing 
instRuctions
(May include rusty metal)

For this type of fabric dyeing, PFD 

protein fabrics (from animals, such as 

wool and silk) give the crispest images. 

They require no presoaking. The marks 

made on PFD cellulose fabrics (from 

plants like cotton, bamboo, linen) 

are enhanced and sharpened by being 

soaked in a powdered milk solution first.

1. If using cellulose fabrics, mix 2 cups 

powdered milk with about 2 gallons 

water and immerse the fabric. The 

fabrics can be air-dried or used damp. 

This can be done more than once—

think spraying milk on for a dotted 

effect, drawing with milk over flat 

fabric.

2. Lay the fabric on a flat surface. Place 

the plants, add metal scraps and 

layers of cloth if you wish. Wrap very 

tightly (roll, fold, etc.) and bind with 

elastics. Arrange the bundles in a 

canning pot. Add water to cover and 

3–5 teaspoons of alum. Bring to a 

boil with the lid on. Add more water 

if needed. (I usually do this outside 

using an electric hotplate.

3. Turn off the burners after a few hours 

of boiling and let it sit for as much 

time as it takes to start to see color 

coming through to the outside of the 

fabric. This may be hours, but usually 

a few days. I often boil it again. 

Patience is a virtue! 

4. When color is showing through quite 

distinctly, remove bundles from pot. 

Let them cool and drain in a metal 

bowl. Carefully unwrap and discard 

elastics and plants. 

Set aside the rusty 

bits to reuse. 

5. Rinse, wash, or hose 

down your cloth 

thoroughly then 

hang to dry. Use a 

lint roller to clean off 

botanical bits. Lastly, 

iron the fabric—

these boiled-in 

wrinkles require lots 

of ironing! 

See what is growing in your garden 

and start experimenting! Find books 

on natural dyeing. There are wonderful 

online eco-dyeing groups. Make beautiful 

one-of-a-kind art quilts!  

stonethreads.ca

series 2100
Quilting Arts TV

project 2101-2

A short list of plants that dye
Both fresh and dried plants work. I live near Toronto, Canada, and most of these grow 
nearby but I get them from the florist. The list is for the leaves plus any other plant 
parts noted. Make sure that plants from the florist haven’t been dyed.

• Golden rod flowers

• Maple keys

• Birch 

• Grape vines, fruit

• Day lily flowers

• Walnut pods

• Chestnut 

• Catalpa pods

• Sumac seeds

• Eucalyptus seeds 

• Plum 

• Strawberry roots and 
runners

• Raspberry fruit 

• Hibiscus flowers

• Ferns

• Sage

• Corkscrew hazel 

• Queen Anne’s lace

• Beets (vegetable)

• Purple cabbage 
(vegetable)

• Onion skins

• Coral bell 

• Seaweed

• Oak leaves

• Tea 


