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How to Identify 
Fibre Plants 

There are far more than eight 
fibre plants available to us here in BC, 
but the Fibreshed Field School focused on 
hemp, daylily, nettle, flax, milkweed, 
dogbane, cedar, and fireweed. 
Some are native, others introduced, 
some common, others more tricky 
to find, but they all have their own 
stories and defining characteristics. 
All of these materials are of cultural 
significance to the Indigenous 
communities. Harvesting and using these 
plants means participating in the global 
culture of resource extraction, and 
requires intimate engagement with 
ecosystems which are sometimes fragile. 
This is something to research, to talk 
about, and to be mindful about. A good rule of 
thumb is to tread lightly, never take more than 
1/3 of what you see, and to use everything that 
you harvest. Be mindful of the seasons, the 
location, and the intentions you have. Have a 
plan, be respectiful, and be kind. 

Content from page 2 of this zine was referenced from:
MacKinnon, A., Kershaw, L., Arnason, J. T., Owen, P., Karst, A., & 
Chambers, H. F. (2016). Edible & Medicinal Plants of Canada. 
Partners Publishing. 
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Hemp Cannabaceae spp. Daylily Hemerocal/is spp. 
Hemp is structurally rigid and can grow up to 4 

meters in height, depending on how it was 

cultivated. If you open its stalks, you will notice 

that it is hollow juntilt until you reach the tips or 

the base. It shares its signature leaves 

common among the other varieties of Cannabis 

Sativa, like marijuana. Hemp stalks are used for 

their fibre content, similarly to flax. 

It is an introduced species outside of Central 

America, cultivated for its use as a cash crop, 

and it is not traditionally found in the wild. 

Other uses: food, medicine, building materials, 

paper, bioplastics, biofuel, etc. 

Stinging Nettle Utrica spp. 
This is an erect, perennial herb, armed with 

stinging hairs, with four sided stems. With its 

leaves opposite, it is slender stalked, with the 

blades narrowly lance-shaped to oval, coarsely 

saw-toothed. Its stalk is used as the fibre 

source. 

This native species grows up to 3m tall in 

moist rich sites (alluvial floodplains, 

streamsides, avalanche tracks) and disturbed 

ground from low to subalpine elevations across 

Canada. 

Other uses: food and medicine 

Caution: always wear gloves and long sleeves 

when harvesting nettles. The swollen base of 

each tiny, hollow hair contains an irritant that 

is released when in contact with skin. 

Milkweed Asclepias spp. 

This is a robust, greyish, downy, perennial herb 

sprouting from rhizomes, with milky sap (latex), 

and hollow, hairy stems. The simple leaves 

are opposite, and exude a milky sap when 

bruised. Fruits (follicles) are single or paired, 

with soft-spiny pods containing flat seeds with 

parachutes of silky hairs. The seeds are 

collected as the fibre source. 

A.speciosa is a western species that has

branched stems and a deeply hairy appearance.

Leaves have a pinkish midrib and conspicuous

side veins. This grows on open ground (road

sides, streamsides, meadows, and

grasslands) in prairies, foothills, and mountain

zones in southern BC and Alberta.

Other uses: food and medicine 

Cedar Thuja spp. 

This is an evergreen tree, 20-60m tall, with 

stout trunks, short branches, fibrous bark, and 

3mm long scale-like leaves that form flat, 

yellowish-green fan-like sprays (pictured on 

the left). The bark is used as the fibre source. 

Western redcedar (T. p/icara) grows to 60m 

tall in rich, moist conditions from low elevation 

to mountain sites in BC and southwestern 

Alberta. It is the provincial tree of British 

Columbia but most significantly it is the most 

important and widely-used plant for the 

Indigenous peoples in the region. 

Other uses: food and medicine 

This perennial flowering plant can range in heightfrom 

0.7-1.3m. The plant yields stems with strapping 

leaves coming from its base, and the leaves are 

used in weaving and coiling. Flowers often have 

three petals and three sepals collectively called 

tepals, each with a midrib in either the same basic 

color or a different color. The centermost part of the 

flower, called the throat, may be a different color 

than the more distal areas of the tepals. Each flower 

usually has six stamens, each with a two-lobed 

anther. 

Daylilies are an introduced species to North America, 

and are often found in gardens and landscaped 

areas, but can sometimes also be found wild in open 

meadows with good sunlight, often in undisturbed 

areas such as cemeteries and cemetery prairies, 

thickets and woodland borders, areas along railroads 

and roadsides, sites of abandoned homesteads, and 

old flower gardens. 

Other uses: food (flowers) 

Flax Linum spp. 
This is a slender, grey-green, annual or perennial herb 

with many linear to lance-shaped 1-3cm leaves. The 

flowers are pale blue, about 2-3cm across, with five 

fragile petals, that soon fade. The herb opens in a 

few flowering clusters from May to August. 

The stems of native prairie flax (L. /ewisit) and 

introduced blue flax (I. perenne) contain long, tough 

fibres that are used to make fishing lines and nets. 

Common flax (/. usitatissimum) is used to make linen. 

Common flax is an introduced annual herb that grows 

to 1m tall from a taproot. Leaves are more lance

shaped than that of the other species, and are 3-

veined along at least half of their length. Found in old 

fields and disturbed sites across Canada. 

Other uses: food and medicine 

Dogbane Apocynum spp. 

This is an erect, perennial herb that grows to 1m tall, 

with milky sap and opposite, sharp-pointed short

stalked leaves. Flowers are bell-shaped, 5-petalled, 

and sweet-smelling, forming shadowy, branched 

clusters that bloom from June to September. 

A. cannadium has narrower, ascending leaves and

smaller (2-4mm long) greenish to white flowers. This

plant grows in dry to moist, often disturbed sites at

low mountain elevations throughout Canada.

Other uses: food and medicine 

Fireweed Epilobium spp. 

This is a clumped, perennial herb with alternate, 

lance-shaped leaves on erect stems. These leafy 

stems grow 1-3m tall. The flowers are 2 to 3 cm in 

diameter and slightly asymmetrical, with four 

magenta or pink petals, and four narrower pink 

sepals behind. The protruding style has four stigmas. 

The upright, reddish-brown linear seed capsule splits 

from the apex and curls open. It bears many tiny 

brown seeds, about 300 to 400 per capsule and 

80,000 per plant. The stems and seeds are used for 

their fibre content. 

This native plant is common in open forests and 

disturbed areas, especially burned sites and 

ditches. It likes to grow along riverbanks and 

forests across many parts of B.C., and is very 

common in northern areas. 

Other uses: food and medicine 
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This information was made possible by the 
generosity of knowledge and space by 

Sharon Kallis and the EartHand Gleaners 
Society, and Lydia Lovinson. 

Additional information on the dyeing 
process was sourced �om Rebecca 

Burgess’ book, Harvesting Colour. 

Artwork and design by Christa Clay
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NaturalDyeing
with goldenrod and willow 

cut along this line

willow dye 
colour & illustration

Written by Christa Clay



sheep’s wool

goldenrod petals
or

willow leaves

designated dye pot
iron modifier

    

1 - add base into a jar, 1 part vinegar, 2  
parts water
2 - add rusty nails 
(the solution will turn orange in three 
weeks)
3 - puncture lid with holes

warm wool slowly in a pot of water

white wool and silk are generally 
accepted as the fibres which most 
readily accept natural dyes. During the 
dye process, the microscales within 
wool fibres open up to allow the dyes 
to penetrate into its internal structure 

materials list:
before wool can be mordanted or dyed, it must 
be cleaned -- this method method is called 
scouring. Any grease, dirt, or wax on the fibres 
may resist the mordant or dye, leaving areas 
which remain the color of the raw material while 
the cleaned portion takes the dye color 

one not used for consumables

are at peak bloom in late summer/early 
fall
 appear in late spring/summer

always harvest respectfully, with 
permission, and prudently -- only take 
what you need, and never more than 
1/3 of what you see. 

process:
scour the wool, if it is not clean

1 - fill a washing basin with hot water (160-180F) and 
add pH-neutral soap)
2 - gently submerge the fibers and let them sit for 
20-30 minutes. remove them and refill the basin
3 - repeat the process until the water in the basin
remains clear a˝ er the fibres are reintroduced. Use a
scrap sheet of wood to prop up the fibres so that they
drain and dry. Avoid squeezing or overhandling the
fibres

put the flowers/leaves/stems in the dye pot and 
cover with water enough for your fibres to float 
˜ eely. on med-high heat and let the vat come to a
simmer (160-185F) for 1 to 2 hours, or until the
water turns into a deep shade of yellow (golden-
rod) or purple (wiillow). strain the vat (or catch all
organic matter ˜ om the pot) and add prewetted
fibre to the pot.

prepare the dyebath

on medium to low heat, and let the fibres sit in 
the bath for 1 hour or until you are satisfied with 
their color. Avoid agitating the wool or it will felt

hang dyed fibres in the shade 
for 20 minutes before rinsing in 
warm or cool water. Then hang to 
dry again in the shade.

cut a
long th

is lin
e

*use an iron modifier to intensify dye colour

use designated pot when making modifier

prewet fibres before mordanting with iron

tips:

cut a
long th

is lin
e

goldenrod dye 
colour & illustration











Supplies
Top whorl drop spindle 

Sheep wool 

Patience 

Time 

Gratitude 

Gathered and Designed by Elham Atighi Lorestani 

How to Use a Drop Spindle  

Drop Spindle 

Drop spindle spinning is a great way to make yarn. A drop spindle is a great introduction to the world of 

spinning and is often a first step to a spinning wheel. Spindles have been used to turn wool into thread 

for thousands of years. It's a fairly simple technique that is easy to master but it does require a bit of 

practice. 

There are two versions of drop spindle; a bottom whorl drop spindle and top whorl drop spindle. Both 

drop spindles come with leader strings and are used the same way. The top whorl is easier for the 

park and draft as you keep the shaft of the spindle between your knees.

What you can spin 

A drop spindle is used for spinning or twisting fibres like sheep wool, ftax, hemp, horsehair, cotton etc. 

into yarn. Spinning begins with preparing the fibre and usually wool is the best choice for beginners. A 

fibre that is not too grippy or too silky is ideal. 



Carding 

1 2 

1. Place the locks of wool on one card
2. Brush lightly with the second one. Your will pass
the fibre from card to card a few times. This type of
preparation is appropriate for making roving.

Drafting & Preparing 
Prepare the fibre by pre-drafting a small amount 
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3. Pull the fibre gently to loosen and separate
4. Take the leader string and bring it up and wrap it
about three times around the hook

Park & Draft 
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7. Hold the spindle shaft with your left hand and put a 
lot of clockwise spine into the leader string. At this 
point you see it is telephone cording up.Now put the 
shaft between your knees so that it is steady.
Start drafting back the fibre with your right hand and 
guide the twist with your left hand towards the yarn.

Repeat 

u 
9. Leave enough leader string and put more clock
wise into the spindle.
TIP: When spine the spindle, make shore to grab
the shaft and don't let it unwind.
10. Repeat park and draft process and winding on
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5. Do clockwise twist
6. Place the shaft between your knees. Take your
pre-drafted fibre and put it through the end of the
leader string and hold both end together.

Winding on 

8 

8. When you used all the twist and the fibre does not 
telephone cord, take the spindle out from between 
your knees and unwind the fibre from the hook by 
spinning it. Spine the fibre on the shaft in clockwise 
direction.

Add Fibre 
If you drafted the fibre too much during the process 
and you breaked the fibre or your fibre finished, you 
can twist a new fibre to it easily. Just overlap the end 
of the fibre with the new fibre and pinch them in the 
middle. You then need to put a bit of twist into it con
tinue your spinning. 

Resources 
https://www.fibrehut.co. u k/ 
https://www.schachtspindle.com/ 
https://wa In utfa rmdesig ns.com/ 



How to Dye 
with Indigo

Step 1: Scour ClothWhat is Indigo?
Indigo dye comes �om two different plants: 
genus Indigofera tinctoria (tropical) and Persicaria 
tinctoria (temperate). The plant is naturally 
cultivated in India, China, Japan, Egypt, parts of 
A�ica, and parts of the Americas. The dyeing 
process requires fermentation of the plant 
leaves with a base and a reducing agent that 
allows the dye to bind to the cloth. The indigo 
plant is unique in the range of blue hues it is able 
to produce. The precise colour of blue depends 
on the strength of the dye vat and the number of 
times the fabric is dipped in the vat. Indigo dye 
will only work with cellulose and protein fibres 
including wool, silk, cotton, hemp, nettle, and 
natural rayon.

Cloth has chemicals and 
different residues on it �om 
the manufacturing process. It 
is important to clean the fabric 
so that the dye can penetrate 
the fibres. To scour, start with 
boiling fabric in a stainless 
steel pot. Alternatively you 
can use a tub or bucket with 
the hottest water �om the tap.  

Next, drain the water and fill 
again with more hot water and 
add approximately 4 tsp soda 
ash and 2 tsp of Synthrapol or 
simple laundry detergent for 
each pound (450g) of fabric. 
Stir or agitate the water and 
fabric, soak for an hour and 
rinse with warm water.

Step 2: Build the Vat
Three components are needed to build the indigo vat: calx or lime, 
�uctose sugar or �uit, and the indigo powder or leaf.

Directions for an 8 L vat:

1. Fill the dye container with 10 L of hot water
2. Add 90 g of Calx or lime and stir to dissolve
3. Add 30 g of Indigo powder and stir gently
4. Add 60 g of Fructose powder continue to stir gently (avoid stirring
too rapidly as this will add unwanted oxygen to the vat)
5. Keep vat warm as it ferments, this will take anywhere �om 1 - 48
hours. The longer it ferments the stronger the vat will be.
6. The vat is ready when the surface has a bronzy finish and an indigo
flower has formed on the surface.

*The indigo flower is a collection of bubbles and is a concentration of
indigo

3 parts caix1 part indigo powder 2 parts fructose



Step 3: Shibori 
(Resist Techniques)

Step 4: Dip Cloth or Yarn

Step 5: Reintroduce Oxygen
Step 6: Finishing the Cloth

Shibori tying and binding practices 
originate �om Japan. There are 
several ways to tie or bind the fabric 
to create unique patterns. Tools that 
can be used are rubber bands, 
clothes pins, string, stones, or wood 
in combi-nation with folding or tying 
the fabric around objects. Avoid 
using aluminum because it can affect 
the health of the indigo vat.

The fabric should be wet with 
warm water before dipping into 
the vat.

1. Gently immerse the fabric into 
the indigo dye vat, and keep 
immersed for approximately 
15-45 minutes, depending on the 
thickness of the fabric.
2. Take the fabric out of the vat 
slowly to avoid bubbles that will 
cause oxygen. The fabric can be 
squeezed under the surface to 
avoid making bubbles.

Oxygen is a necessary component of the indigo dyeing process - this is where the blue 
colour will come to life. Oxidizat ion can be achieved through either air or water. If using 
water, submerge the fabric in cold water for at least 10 minutes. If using air, simply 
hang outside out of direct sunlight and let the fabric dry. To achieve a darker blue, 
repeat steps 4 and 5 until reaching the desired shade.

1. Once desired shade is 
achieved the fabric should soak 
in a diluted vinegar bath. The 
ratio should be 15 ml of vinegar 
to 1 L of water.
2.Rinse with water and dry 
fabric completely.
3.Soak fabric in soap and 
vinegar solution

Written & Designed by Ash Logan
Resources: 
https://www.valeriedwalker.com/
https://naturaldyes.ca/indigo
Indigo: Egyptian Mummies to Blue Jeans by Jenny Balfour-Paul



How to Work with Tannins 
Tannins are contained in plant 
polyphenols which can be found in 
many species of plants. Tannins are 
astringent, and cause the mouth to 
pucker if they are eaten -  the best 
example of this is eating an unripened 
�uit. The reason they are used in
tanning is that they bind to proteins,
locking them in place,  which causes
them to stiffen.

Tannin Extraction Experiment
What You’ll Need: 

Large Saucepan
Wooden Spoon
Kitchen Scale
Kitchen thermometer
1 L Beaker
Access to re˜igerator
3-5 cheese cloths (washcloth
sized)
16 oz. mason jar and lid
50 G of salt
150 G of dry apple pomace, or 1
L of wet apple pomace

Tannins are o�en extracted �om 
wood, bark, nuts, and leaves due 
to their higher concentration, 
however, tannins are also found in 
common beverages such as 
coffee, wine, tea, �uit juice, and in common foods like chocolate, �uits, legumes, 
and grains. Tannins are used in the process of tanning leather.

The contents of this zine are derived from a workshop delivered during Fibreshed 
Field School, by Dr. Love-Ese Chile, the Founder and Technical Direc-tor of 
circular waste research and testing company Regenerative Waste Labs. While 
this zine uses apple pomace as an example, it can be substituted by other 
plants or foods.

4. Let cool down to
room temperature
(20 ˚C). You can
store it in the
re�igerator
until you are ready
for the next step

2. Bring to boil
then reduce
heat and
simmer at 70 ˚C
for at least 2
hours. Stir
regularly

1. Mix 150 g of dry
apple pomace
with 1 L of water
in a large
saucepan or  add
whole 1 L of wet
pomace to large
saucepan

3. Add 25 g of salt
and stir Salt is
added to stop the
degra-dation

Step 1: Simmering

1. Use a cheese-
cloth to separate
the solids �om the
liquids. Collect as
much liquid as
possible in a
Mason jar

2. Discard the
remaining slurry
into an organic
waste bin

4. Let the liquid
cool down to 20
˚C before storing
it in the re�igera-
tor. Make sure to
label the contain-
er with the date
and “Dry Apple
Pomace”

3. Take the
separated
liquid and
simmer at 70 ˚C
until the volume
is reduced to
approximately
100 ml

Step 2: Separating Liquid



Tannin Strength Experiment
What You’ll Need: 

5 G salt
2 G gelatin 
1 L of water
Measuring cup (liq) 
Medium saucepan
4 X 8 oz. Mason jars 
with lids 
2 Funnels
6 Cone shaped coffee 
filters 
Hairdryer or Oven
Kitchen scale
Commercial tannin 
extracts solution

Step 1: Prepare Gelatin Solution 

1. Dissolve 5 g of salt in 
250 ml (1 cup) of warm 
water (~60 ˚C)

2. Add 2 g of gelatin to 
the salt solution and stir 
until it dissolves

3. Keep mixture above 
30 ˚C to make sure it 
does not set

Step 2: Measure Out the Tannins

1. Put 20 ml (1 oz) of 
each apple pomace 
extract into an 8 oz 
Mason jar

2.Put 20 ml of the 
commercial tannin 
solution into an 8 oz 
Mason jar

Step 3: Add Gelatin Step 4: Filter the Solids Step 5: Measure the Mass 

Written & designed by Ash Logan
Resources:
https://www.regenwastelabs.com/
https://materiom.org/
https://chemarts.aalto.fi/index.php/the_chemarts_cookbook/

1. Once dry, measure the 
mass of solids obtained

�om the apple pomace 
extracts and the 
commercial tannin

2. Compare the mass of the
gelatin �om the apple
pomace extract with that of
the commercial tannin.

1. Set up a filtration system by 
placing a funnel into an empty 
8 oz. Mason jar and inserting 
a cone-shaped coffee filter into 
the funnel

2.Pour the gelatin mixtures 
into the filter paper and allow 
the liquid to separate �om the 
solids

3.A�er all the solids have 
been collected, dry them with 
a hairdryer or in the oven for 1 
hour at 80 ˚C

1. To each jar add 50 ml 
(2 oz) of the gelatin 
solution

2. Put on the Mason jar 
lids and swirl the 
solutions

3. Allow any solids to 
settle


