Crop Fact Sheet

INDIGO

HISTORY:
Indigo has existed for more than 5,000 years and many describe it
as the oldest and most valued natural dye. Long before synthetic
dyes became available, this blue pigment was being extracted from
a variety of species belonging to s everal families of plants. The Japanese preferred dyer’s knotweed (Polygonum tinctorium), a member
of the buckwheat family; Europeans favored woad (Isatis tinctoria),
a mustard native to the Middle East; while West Africans obtained
their indigo dye from Lonchocarpus cyanescens, a vine of the pea
family. However, the most commercially significant indigo sources
throughout history have been Indigofera tinctoria, pictured above,
which is native to Southeast Asia, and I. suffruticosa, from the New
World Tropics. Both are known by the common name indigo.1
Indigo suffruticosa started gaining popularity in South Carolina
around 1740. The alluring blue dye it produced was highly valuable,
as it did not fade as other natural dyes did, and it could be used on
practically any material. By 1750, South Carolina alone was exporting about one million pounds of indigo dye annually. The Pinckney
Plantation made their fortune as being the largest producer of
indigo in Charles Town. This encouraged other plantations to begin
intensive cultivation of this crop.2 Today, indigo is a culturally significant plant valued as one of the original cash crops in South Carolina.
Though indigo was not as labor intensive in production as some
other heirloom crops, it was strenuous to harvest and process at
such a magnitude. Similar to Carolina Gold Rice, this crop fell out of
production with the abolishment of slavery. The plantation owners
themselves could not sustain the industry they had built up without
slave labor.
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PLANT CHARACTERISTICS

TAXONOMY Indigofera suffruticosa
DURATION Perennial
HABIT Forb/Herb, Subshrub
SIZE 4’x4’
FLOWERING
August - November (deciduous)
TIMEFRAME
MOISTURE Prefers well-drained soils
TEMP Warm semi-tropical
PH 6.25

PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES:
Overall, Indigo is a hardy and durable crop, resilient to droughts and easily established.
•

•

Organic production includes growing the crop from seed transplanted onto plasticulture or bare ground with heavy cultivation. Historically planted on 3’ between rows 12” within rows on raised beds. Historically organic bare ground was used
and culturally preferred in the Lowcountry.
Organic starter fertilizer of 50 lbs N and 120 lbs 0-0-50 per acre, incorporated. Conventional production includes same as
above with the exception that for bare ground conventional fertilizer can be used and a pre-emergent herbicide of Dual
Magnum (S-metachlor) at 1.6pts per acre have been demonstrated to be highly effective for controlling weeds, however, is
not labeled for indigo, nor is any other pesticide due to there not being an established industry.

HARVESTING:
Plants and leaves can be handpicked or pulled to strip leaves from the stems. The whole plant can be cut with a scythe and stripped
out of the field. A modified combine method can be used for mechanical harvest and would be recommended for commercial
production. Using a combine harvester combines all operations: cutting the crop, feeding it into threshing mechanism, threshing, and
cleaning.

PROCESSING (creating the dye) :
Various methods of processing can be pursued, depending on preference and available resources.
• Prepare a vat of water only half-filled at 80 degrees Fahrenheit.
• Submerge the plant, and use a grate weighted down with
rocks to assure the indigo remains under water.
• The plants will ferment between eighteen to twenty-four
hours. At this point, the liquid should be a bright blue-green
color. Remove the plant material from the vat and discard it
into a compost container.
• One gallon bucket of water should be removed and industrial lime added until the water turns brown. Add the water
back into the larger vat and begin ‘beating’ the water in
order to introduce oxygen into the mix.
• With continued agitation, a chemical in the liquid known as
indican will precipitate and settle to the bottom of the vat.
After 24 hours, when enough sediment has accumulated,
draw the liquid off into a third vat to settle further.
• “Indigo mud” will settle in the beater vat. The sediment has
a pudding-like consistency.You may scoop out the mud and
hang it in cloth bags to drain.
• The next day, remove the mud and press into brick-sized
molds. Once dry, remove the indigo from the molds and
cut into one-and-a-half-inch squares or ‘rocks’ and pack for
export. 3

TRANSPORTATION
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Transporting ‘indigo rocks’ is easier than the liquid dye. Once the receiver of the indigo is ready to create the dye, they may break the
rock up into a powder and add the industrial lime and heated water. By agitating the solution, the indigo will settle back into indigo
mud and be ready for dyeing textile.
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MARKETING:
As of January, 2016, any indigo can be sold to Donna Hardy. Donna
created Sea Island Indigo, which is creating a thriving, sustainable indigo
culture based in the Lowcountry. She is working towards creating a
structured market for indigo to be sold around the Southeast.
CONTACT:
www.seaislandindigo.net
indigogrower@gmail.com

WHY SHOULD FARMERS INVEST?
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Culinary heirloom crops are important to Charleston’s history, as well
as their textile counterparts - indigo and cotton.

“In following with the tradition of repatriating
cultural and historical food-ways, bringing Ossabaw Island Indigo back will fit in perfectly with
the repatriation of Sea Island Cotton.”
-Brian Ward

WHERE CAN FARMERS BUY SEED?
Limited supply available at Clemson’s Coastal Research and Education
Center
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CONTACT:
Brian Ward
Research Specialist III
(843) 327-0483
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