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CuLTIVATION OF NATURALLY COLOURED CoOTTON IN INDIA
IN THE 19™ CENTURY?®

The demand for naturally coloured cotton went high and had its
preference over artificially coloured cotton in the 19" century India. This is
due to artificially coloured cotton’s allergic effects on the skin, the effect of
artificial dyes on the health of the workers, and the chemical dye factories’
role in the pollution of environment. The disadvantage of naturally coloured
cotton is that it has a limited number of shades — brown, green, red, yellow
etc. sometimes its colour fades in the sunlight, where as artificial dyes give
an unimaginable range of shades of different colours.

The earliest reference of the production of naturally coloured cotton
has been found in Peru. Mochica Indians, some 2000 years ago, used to
cultivate cotton of myriad hues like reddish deep chocolate, brown, blue,
violet, pink, green, mauve and black. In the excavations in Peru, specimens
of such cotton have been found. But, at present, only brown and green
coloured cotton is cultivated. Cotton of different colours can be produced by -
using artificial tissue culture method. Therefore, scientists are busy doing
research in that direction as well.

The history of naturally coloured cotton in India can be traced back
to the 19 century. It was in 1827 that the seed of coloured cotton was first
introduced in India in the Madras Presidency. This coloured cotton-khaki'
was commonly known as Nankin cotton and was known for many years in
India. It was of Chinese origin and it was from this cotton that the Chinese
manufactured the beautiful Nankin cotton. It was popular on account of its
cheapness and durability. At one time it was exported by China in large
quantities but by the 19 century its export almost ceased.” This cotton a few
years later found another way of coming to India. From Tibet it reached the
sub-Himalayan tracts of Northern India. In 1838, the Agricultural Society of
Meerut sent samples of cotton grown in their garden from the produce of
Nankin seed to the Agricultural Society of Calcutta. In the subsequent period,
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the samples of Nankin cotton were mentioned from time to time and its
cultivation was tried in some regions. It was regularly produced at some
places. But throughout this period the government of India did not take
special interest in encouraging its. cultivation.’

At about this time, interest in this type of coloured cotton was growing
in England. The spinners in England were particularly interested in obtaining
the coloured cotton of the Coconada variety on account of its shade of
khaki colour. An attempt was made to produce ‘a slightly Nankeeny
Hingunghat-variety’ by allaying Coconada with Hingunghat (a better variety
of cotton grown in that region of India) and then crossing its produce not
with the American cotton but only with good yellow Indian cotton.*

However, the real encouragement to the cultivation of coloured cotton
in India was given when an order was issued in July 1879, by the Commander-
in-chief directing that the summer uniform of the all Native Infantry Regiments
should be khaki in colour. It was felt that this colour was best suited for field
service in the country. The problem, however, was that the cotton mills in
India, so far, had failed in dyeing the yarn in khaki before the cloth was
woven. As a result, a uniform shade of khaki colour could not always be
obtained.

It was, therefore, essential that raw cotton having natural khaki colour
should be produced on a large-scale. This meant that seeds of the same
shade of cotton should be available in plenty. A suggestion came from Lieut-
Colonel R.F. Angelo (Commandant at Chunar in Bengal) on the natural
khaki coloured cotton. He, in 1879, saw Sergeant-Major Longton growing
khaki coloured cotton in his garden at Chunar. Major Longton had obtained
the seeds from the Tibetans. This seed produced cotton of the same shade
of khaki colour and Longton had been using cloth made from that cotton for
many years. An important quality of Longton’s cotton was that its colour did
not fade on washing and was not affected by perspiration.> Angelo obtained
some seeds from Longton, tried it in his garden and obtained the same
results. The only problem was his cotton was reddish yellow brown in colour
and was different from the shade prescribed by the army. Since in any case,
all shades of khaki colour were difficult to fix and became discoloured by
perspiration, Angelo felt that his shade could be tried as it could give the
required uniformity of colour and secondly, it was already being used by the
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officers of the Central India. It was hence, recommended that this cotton be
cultivated at the Government farm at Kanpur and the cotton mills at Kanpur
should be asked to use it.°

The possibility of obtaining uniformity of colour induced the
Commander-in-Chief to try the cultivation of coloured cotton in India. As a
result, the military department took the initiative and eventually the seeds of
Nankin cotton were distributed to all Presidencies by the Department of
Revenue and Agriculture of the Government of India. This cotfon was grown
on a very small scale, mostly as a botanical curiosity in the Madra$ Presidency.
It was extensively grown in Bengal. Experiments were made in the Saharanpur
Gardens and in the Kanpur district as well and cloth too was manuftictured
from it. It was successfully grown in Punjab. In Bombay Presidency, it was
tried at the Ganeshkind Botanical Garden and at the Model farms at Bhadgaon
and at Hyderabad in Sind. It was tried in the Central Provinces as well. Thus
almost all local governments responded favourably.” An attempt was also
made to seek for a superior variety of coloured cotton. The seed of the best
variety of such cotton was procured from Oman as it was found .that a
superior variety of cotton was cultivated in certain parts of Arabia. This seed
was also distributed to the provinces with a suggestion that proper care
should be taken so as to avoid its hybridization with other varieties of
cotton.?

Cultivation of the naturally coloured cotton was not easy though, as
there was no private demand for this cloth. The demand was only from the
Indian Army and perhaps also from the Frontier Police. It was, therefore
necessary to comply with the Army’s main requirements like uniformity in
shade, no change in the shade on wearing, durability of cloth and a reasonable
price. It was observed that the product of the same plant was not always of
the same shade. For instance, some bolls were pure white, some bolls
produced coloured, on the same plant. This, however, was not only in case
of experiments in India; it was observed in China as well. Sometimes. the
Nankin cotton easily hybridized with the ordinary white variety cotton. In
this case the coloured cotton used to become lighter in shade. This was
observed in the cultivation at the Nagpur Central Jail. It was suggested that
this could be checked by careful selection of seeds. Though the uniformity
in shade was confirmed in case of Colonel Angelo’s experiments, it was
found in some cases, that the same plant produced more than one shade. of
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cotton. This defect also could be removed in the ginning process as it used
to get mixed with all fibres during the process, and uniformity of shade
could be achieved.’

In spite of all these efforts and encouragement, the large-scale
production of the Nankin cotton could not become possible. The quality of
cotton could not be improved much either. For instance, in the Bombay
Presidency, the Nankin cotton seed was sown at Sholapur, Caira, Ahmednagar,
Hyderabad (in Sind), Dharwar and Khandesh. But it did not succeed owing
to unfavourable weather conditions, as there was no rain in the beginning
with heavy rain later and secondly due to less production compared to the
other varieties.

Consequently, the Director of Agriculture suggested that these
experiments should be discontinued, as the staple was ‘short, irregular and
wasty’ though having yellowish brown colour. It was also adversely affecting
the production of varieties of white cotton by getting hybridized with them.

The experiment came to an end when in 1887, the Government of
India informed that the cloth produced from Nankin cotton was declared
unsuitable for army purposes and that the Government of India could no
longer guarantee a demand for the cotton.!" The experiment had to be
discontinued as there was no demand from common people for this cotton.

The discovery of making synthetic dyes from coal tar by Perkins in
1856 must have also affected the demand. In 1884, the synthetic khaki
colour dye was patented. It was easier and cheaper to produce this colour
dye in large quantities than producing naturally coloured cotton.

Synthetic dyes also offer a wide range of colours which otherwise is
.impossible to achieve. But as in case of many synthetic substances, synthetic
dyes can be harmful as they may cause irritation of the skin and lead to skin
diseases in some cases. People have now begun prefering natural substances
to synthetic ones. India has been a producer of cotton for many centuries.
The need of the hour is to do research on a better variety of coloured cotton
which would have a long and strong staple and give more output. Particularly
Europeans have become conscious of the use of natural substances. Their
demand of naturally coloured cotton should be used to India’s benefit.
Resources and techniques of cultivation in the 19% century were limited.
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With improved techniques and advanced knowledge, the production of
naturally coloured cotton, not only khaki but also green, brown , mauve,
yellow etc. should be successfully undertaken. This production will have a
market in India as well. Vegetable dyes are used in colouring cloth and such
cloth is gaining popularity day by day. Coloured cotton will also have a
bright future if dealt with in the right direction.
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