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1. Introduction

The most important necessities of early man for survival were protection of the body
against heat and cold and access to water and food. From the past to the present,
cotton has been one of the valuable plant resources that has always been used in the
preparation of clothes, underlays, blankets, etc. Cotton was widely used in different
areas of ancient Iran such as Harat, Neishabur, Tabaristan, etc; as far as, Jean
Chardin's travelogue mentions the existence of vast cotton fields in the Safavid era.
Today, cotton is referred to as "white gold" due to its efficiency and high value in
the preparation of offering textiles for religious holidays, covering the deceased,
military industries, food and traditional medicine.

This study is focused on a special variety of cotton called "Malleh cotton", which is
more than 300 years old and is being revived in the Khosf city of South Khorasan
province in the east of Iran. Malleh cotton, which is also called "Sorkhcheh" in the
local language, is a type of brown cotton that is highly valued and sacred among the
native residents. The residents of Khosf consider Malleh cultivation as auspicious
and use it to weave mosque curtains, rugs, janmaz, tents, mats for blessed places,
and tablecloths.

Since cotton cultivation requires a lot of water, with the decrease in regional water,
the lack of prosperity of the agricultural profession, and the policy of replacing the
cultivation of strategic and water-deficient crops such as barberry, jujube, and
saffron in South Khorasan province, the sustainability of the Malleh cotton
cultivation has been jeopardized. For this reason, it is necessary to introduce this
special type of cotton plant, the method of cultivation, spinning, traditional weaving,
its structural characteristics, and its sanctity reason among the native residents.
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Accordingly, this study intends to find answers to the following questions: What is
the difference between the physical and chemical characteristics of Malleh and
white (or normal) cotton? What is the method of cultivation, spinning, and
traditional weaving of Malleh cotton? Why is Malleh cotton sacred among native
residents?

2. Literature Review

Up to now, no scientific research has been published about Malleh cotton. Some
news agencies have just content to introduce the Malleh cotton in the news form.
This information provided by them is based on a document of intangible heritage
entitled: "Knowledge of agriculture, the art of weaving, traditions and oral
manifestations of Malleh cotton" and number 1622, which has previously been
registered by the authors.

3. Methodology

The study method is descriptive-analytical and the information is based on library
studies and interviews with agricultural and handicraft experts of Khosf city in
South Khorasan province. The analytical analyses of the physical and chemical
structure of Malleh cotton have also been carried out in the fiber physics laboratory
of Amirkabir University of Technology.

4. Results and Discussion

Results show that the method of Malleh cultivation is similar to white cotton in the
period from mid-March to early April. In addition, the pre-spinning, spinning (by a
simple wheel and wooden spindle), and warp beam stages are done manually. In
order to weave, a traditional Vardi machine is used according to the design of the
weave, with two pedals (for simple weaving) or four pedals (for twill or brick
weaving).

The color range of light cream to brick-brown cotton is reminiscent of the color of
the soil, the resurrection, and the return of man to God. For this reason, the natives
believe in the sanctity of Malleh cotton and it is applied in the preparation of textiles
that are used in mosques and holy places. In addition, the residents of Khosf believe
that Malleh cotton, like camel hair, has a "warming" property, and they prepare
clothes such as scarf, Ghadifeh, and neckbands from it.

Physical evaluations show that the appearance of Malleh is similar to white cotton
and its handle is also soft. Microscopic images also show that longitudinal and
transverse sections like white cotton are ribbon and bean-shaped, respectively. Also,
the parameters of fineness, strength, and average length of Malleh cotton are similar
to white cotton, and on the other hand, the percentage of short fibers in Malleh
cotton is higher than that of white cotton. This makes it impossible to spin Malleh
cotton with modern spinning machines, and the spinning and weaving processes are
possible in a manual and traditional method. On the other hand, the results of FTIR
and XRD show the chemical structure of Malleh is similar to white cotton;
nevertheless, irregular (or amorphous) areas of Malleh are slightly more. Hence, the
warming property of Malleh is due to (1) dark color, which absorbs more sunlight,
and (2) a higher percentage of irregular (or amorphous) areas that can trap more air.
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5. Conclusion

"Melleh cotton" is the name of a special type of natural cellulose fibers grown in
Khosf city of South Khorasan province, which has the same color as soil. Therefore,
the native residents consider it sacred and use it in the preparation of rugs, janamaz,
bread cloth, etc. All the stages of spinning and weaving Melleh cotton are done
manually with prayer and purity by the women of Khosf region.

Keywords: Indigenous Knowledge, Holy Cotton, Traditional Spinning and
Weaving, Khosf, South Khorasan
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1- Fourier Transform Infrared Spectrometer
2- X-ray Diffraction Spectrometer
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