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HOW DO YOU 
MAKE INK FROM 
PLANTS?
Any plant can make ink and you can use 
fl owers, leaves, twigs, or bark to make all 
the colours of the rainbow. You make plant 
inks by extracting the colour using either 
cold water or hot water extraction. 

A general rule is, the more delicate the 
plant material, the more gently you 
extract the colour. For example, if you 
were extracting colour from fl ower petals, 
soaking them in cold water would be 

enough but if you were extracting colour 
from bark then you would soak it for days 
before simmering it up for a couple of 
hours.

The most common way of extracting the 
colour is to bring plants to near boiling 
point and leave them to simmer for 20-30 
minutes. When they’ve cooled and been 
fi ltered, gum Arabic is added and then… 
HOORAH you’ve made ink!
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THE 
INKS 

The dead brown leaves of the oak tree in 
the winter give a dark rich brown coloured 
ink. These leaves were foraged from the 
tree and the ground (and it wouldn’t 
matter if you collect the leaves when 
they’re wet or dry). 

Generally, the foraging rule is not to take 
any more than 10% of the plant material 
from the same place. For example, if there 
are 20 berries on a branch, only take 2 and 
the same for the next branch and so on. 
However, foraging for dead leaves is an 
exception to the rule. Clear up as many as 
possible!

BROWN OAK 
LEAF INK
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IRON OAK GALL INK
This ink was made from oak galls (also 
called oak apples) and iron water. Oak 
galls are formed when tiny gall-wasps, 
(which are more like ants than wasps), lay 
their eggs on an oak tree. The tree forms a 
protective casing around the eggs and the 
new-born gall-wasps bore a tiny hole to 
escape from when they are ready to hatch.  

The eggs are laid in April/May and the gall-
wasps hatch in July/August. The remaining 
empty ‘nest’ (the oak gall), is rich in tannin 
which is a strong dye material and makes 
a long lasting ink. Oak galls can be found 
all year round. The best time to forage for 
them is in autumn when the gall-wasps 
have all left their nests, but it is always 
best to check for the tiny hole before 
picking to ensure it’s empty. Winter is also 
a good time to forage for them when the 
leaves have come off the trees and they 
are easier to spot.

Iron oak gall ink originated in Asia and has 
played an important role in history. It was 
used in lots of ancient civilisations over 
4000 years ago including China and Egypt. 
We started using it in the UK in the 11th 
century at the same time as paper became 
available, and it was used for religious 
manuscripts and official documents up 
until the 1800s when chemical synthetic 
inks were developed. 

It was used to write The Magna Carta 
in 1215 and the American Declaration of 
Independence. Shakespeare wrote all his 
manuscripts using this ink and he refers 
to it in his play ‘Twelfth Night’; ‘Let there 
be gall enough in thy ink, though thou 
write with a goose pen.’ Iron oak gall ink is 
still used today to write all the UK’s birth, 
death, and marriage certificates.
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Charcoal can be made from any wood and 
willow charcoal is the most commonly 
used today because of its fi neness and 
depth of black. All woods do not produce 
the same colour charcoal ink. Most woods 
give a grey charcoal ink but the heavier the 
material is, the darker and blacker the ink 
will be. Oak is quite a dense, heavy wood 
and therefore gives a darker grey ink than 
others.

Filtering the charcoal

- by artist Jules Bishop

Charcoal before grinding

- by artist Jules Bishop

OAK 
CHARCOAL 
INK
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can make 
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A general rule is, the 
more delicate the plant 
material, the more 
gently you extract the 
colour. 
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DRAWING 
IDEAS 

This drawing is by artist Kerry Lemon 
ready to become a permanent artwork 
at Kingsgrove. The drawing will be 
permanently sandblasted from stone so all 
the black lines you see will be cut away in 
little dents. 

When you run your finger over the stone 
you will feel the drawing in all the little 
divots and you’ll be able to lay a sheet of 
paper over the top to take home a crayon 
rubbing of the design! Until the final stone 
artwork is ready, let’s try drawing your own 
version of it….

TOOLS Ignore your paint brushes, pencil and pens as today we’re going to 
MAKE our own drawing tools. Rummage in your recycling box and then 
head outside to collect feathers, seed heads, sticks. Dip each object into 
the ink and move it across the page exploring all the different marks 
each tool makes.

OR Dip a paintbrush or stick into your ink and…
1. Draw/ paint in a continuous line without taking your tool off the page
2. Make a drawing using only 3 lines
3. Draw with the hand that’s opposite to your writing hand
4. Draw only the silhouette (the outline of the design) and nothing else
5. Choose a tiny detail of the drawing and blow it up HUGE
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Drawing is by artist Kerry Lemon ready 
to become a permanent artwork at 
Kingsgrove.
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HOW
IF YOU WANT TO TRY MAKING MORE OF THESE BEAUTIFUL INKS 
HERE’S HOW:

THE INKY 
COOKBOOK

TIPS

First things first…
HEALTH & SAFETY - tips for making your own inks
•	 Make sure the workspace is well-ventilated
•	 Use old pans and utensils and keep these separate from cooking 

equipment
•	 Keep children away from hot simmering liquid
•	 Be careful not to touch the liquid if putting in strips of paper to 

test the colour
•	 Let the hot liquid cool before sieving and filtering
•	 Store all inks in clear-labelled jars or containers and out of reach of 

children
•	 Do not consume any of the liquids
•	 If ink comes into contact with your eyes, wash immediately and 

seek medical advice if necessary
•	 All fine powders, whether they are toxic or non-toxic, could be 

harmful if they are inhaled, so wear a mask when using powdered 
gum Arabic or charcoal

•	 Be extremely careful when handling knives
•	 Do not touch the hot tin until it has completed cooled
•	 Wear gloves to protect your hands
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Tips for 
making 

your own 
inks
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If ink comes into 
contact with your eyes, 
wash immediately and 
seek medical advice if 
necessary
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THE 
RECIPES
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BROWN OAK 
LEAF INK

Equipment

Ingredients
50g dried brown oak leaves

1 litre water (can be any type: tap, 
bottled or rainwater which is great for 
sustainability)

½ to 1 teaspoon gum Arabic (comes as a 
premixed solution or in powdered form 
where you’ll add 1tsp to 50ml warm water)

1 clove (optional)

Old saucepan which is no longer used for 
cooking (stainless steel pans are best)

Old wooden spoon

Measuring jug or bowl

Sieve (or colander)

Funnel (cutting the top of a large plastic 
bottle is a great way to make a funnel)

1 or 2 coff ee fi lters (or muslin cloth)

Jam jar or equivalent

The best way to extract colour from oak leaves is to do a hot water extraction and this is 
how you do it…
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Method
1. Put the leaves in the pan and cover 
them with water. Bring them up to near 
boiling point and leave to simmer for 30/40 
minutes. The leaves contain some tannin, 
which can also be found in tea, and the 
brew smells beautifully like a pot of stewed 
tea. You can test the liquid as it simmers 
and see how the liquid is becoming darker 
over time by dipping in small strips of 
drawing paper (a bit thicker than printer 
paper). This is especially useful when you 
don’t know how long to brew the liquid and 
want to check on the progress as you go.

2. Turn off the heat after 30 minutes or 
when you’re happy with the colour (40 
minutes is usually more than enough).

3. Leave it to cool (overnight if possible but 
this is not essential).

4. Filtering is extremely important. Firstly, 
strain off the liquid through a sieve into a 
measuring jug or a bowl. Place a slightly 
damp coffee filter into the funnel and place 
this on top of the jar/container you want 
to collect the ink in. Dampening the coffee 
filter just a little bit helps the filter not to 
break while filtering. Don’t despair if the 
filter does break. Just refilter the liquid. If 
you want to use it as a general drawing ink, 
filtering it once is fine. The more delicate 
you want the ink to be, the more care you 
take with filtering. For an ink to use in a 
calligraphy pen, filter several times so there 
are absolutely no plant bits to clog up the 
nib.

5. Test the colour of the liquid and if you 
want a stronger colour, you can return the 
liquid to the heat and gently evaporate 
some of the water. Alternatively, you can 
leave the jar with the lid off in a warm place 
(next to a radiator for example) and allow 
some of the water to evaporate naturally. 
This takes more time but saves energy.

6. After evaporation, filter the liquid again 
and once you are happy with the strength 
of the colour you can add the gum Arabic. 
A general rule is to use 1 drop of liquid per 
10ml of liquid and 20 drops are equal to 
1ml. This basically equates to 1ml in 200ml 
of liquid, 2.5ml (half a teaspoon) in 500ml 
of liquid and 5ml (a teaspoon) in 1 litre of 
liquid. Don’t worry too much about being 
totally precise. The more gum Arabic used, 
the glossier the ink will be, and you could 
experiment with the dosage if you wanted 
(if you are making an ink for a calligraphy 
pen however, don’t use too much as this 
will clog up the nib.)

7. This liquid is now an ink and is ready 
for use straight away. You can use 
paintbrushes, make quills from feathers, 
use a pipette, bamboo dip pens work well 
with ink or try a calligraphy pen. Another 
fabulous feature of living natural inks is that 
they react with acid and alkali modifiers. 
You can put acidic lemon juice, cream of 
tartar or citric acid on an ink and it changes 
colour. Alkali baking soda (bicarbonate of 
soda) or washing soda (sodium carbonate) 
will change the ink a different colour. There 
is plenty of room for experimentation.

8. You can add a clove to the ink to help 
preserve it and stop it going mouldy but 
using clean equipment is the best way 
to prevent mould. Use the equipment 
straight from the dishwasher or sterilise the 
equipment by boiling it up in a pan before 
use. If the ink ever does have mould on the 
top, it can just be taken off, the ink filtered 
and then it is ready for use once again.

9. Store the ink in a cool dark place and 
make sure it is clearly labelled. All natural 
inks are living and eventually they mirror 
nature and turn brown. The beauty of 
this ink is that it is already brown so, as it 
matures, it will just become a deeper shade 
of the same brown. Inks can be refrigerated 
to help preserve them but given the nature 
of this one, it’s not necessary and it is safer 
not to.
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IRON OAK 
GALL INK

INGREDIENTS: 

Iron water

Rusty nails or any ‘rustable’ metal (not 
galvanised steel) OR wire wool

White wine vinegar (or any clear vinegar)

Water (any) 

Iron oak gall ink

2 oak galls

150ml rainwater or distilled water (different 
from deionized water – distilled water 
comes from steam)

1 teaspoon (5ml) iron water

½ teaspoon (10 drops) gum Arabic

Equipment

Ingredients

Iron water (rusty nail juice…)

2 glass jars

1 lid 

Oak gall ink

Hammer

Old piece of material

Old saucepan which is no longer used for 
cooking

Old wooden spoon

Measuring jug or bowl

Funnel (cutting the top of a large plastic 
bottle is a great way to make a funnel)

1 or 2 coffee filters (or muslin cloth)

Jam jar or equivalent
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Method

1. Iron water - Put the nails (or other metal) 
in one of the containers and fi ll with half 
vinegar and half water. The vinegar will 
accelerate the making of new rust by 
corroding the metal. Find a safe space to 
keep it and put it out of reach of children. 
Keep the lid on the jar with the liquid in 
for safety and to avoid spillages. Every 
couple of days transfer the liquid into the 
other container and expose the iron to 
the air for 24 hours. This allows the iron to 
oxidize and the rust form even faster. Put 
the vinegar solution back into the jar and 
repeat this process. The solution is ready 
once the liquid has turned orange with the 
rust. It should take around 2 weeks. Once 
the solution is ready, you can stop oxidizing 
the iron and leave the solution in the one 
jar with the lid on for use as and when you 
need it. Iron water is also a great modifi er 
for inks.

2. Crush the oak galls by wrapping them 
in some old material, putting them on the 
fl oor and hitting them with a hammer. 
Crush them until they are in small 
pieces. Given that oak galls have a high 
concentration of tannin and tannin is more 
soluble in cold water than in hot, a cold 
water extraction is the best way to extract 
the colour and the tannic acid in the galls.

3. Put the crushed galls in a bowl, add the 
rainwater and leave for 48 hours. 

4. Place a damp coff ee fi lter in a funnel and 
fi lter the liquid into a jar (this fi ltered liquid 
is called tannic acid).

5. Add the iron water which will turn 
the oak gall liquid black. It can be left to 
evaporate slightly if you want a stronger 
colour or if you’re happy with the colour 
you can move onto the next step.

6. Add your gum Arabic and the ink is ready. 

7. This ink will darken after you have used it 
as it oxidises on the page. 

8. You can keep the crushed oak galls, dry 
them out on the fi lter paper and save them 
for another day as there will still be more 
colour and tannin that can be extracted. A 
miraculous reaction takes place if you leave 
the tannic acid to ferment for a few weeks, 
it turns into gallic acid and will give a darker 
ink. Mould will start to form on top once it 
has fermented. Remove this mould and the 
ink will never mould again no matter how 
the ink is stored.
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Charcoal

Oak twigs and branches 

Charcoal ink

1 tablespoon oak charcoal

5 tablespoons water (tap can be used but 
rainwater or distilled water is best)

3 tablespoons gum Arabic

Equipment Ingredients
Charcoal

Old metal tin with a lid, such as a golden 
syrup tin or clean paint tin

Sharp sturdy knife

Secateurs or scissors

Fire

Tongs 

Charcoal ink

Face mask

Mortar and pestle (or old coff ee grinder)

Muslin cloth

Funnel

Glass jar

OAK CHARCOAL INK
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Method
1. Forage for branches and twigs which 
are between ½ cm and 1 cm in diameter. 
They will shrink during the process (by 
approximately 30%) so they can’t be too 
thin, and they will take a long time to turn 
to charcoal if they are too thick. 

2. Take the tin, place it on the ground, and 
carefully make a hole in the top of the 
lid by making a slit with the secateurs (or 
scissors). Only make one hole as the tin 
needs to be an oxygen free environment for 
the charring process and two holes would 
allow the air to circulate in the tin. The hole 
is to allow the gases and water to come 
out.

3. Using the secateurs, cut the wood into 
lengths that stand upright in your tin.

4. Take the bark off  the sticks by holding 
each one at the top and placing the 
bottom of the stick on the ground. Using 
a sharp knife, take the bark off  going in a 
downwards direction. Always move the 
knife away from you and mind your hands 
at all times. Turn the wood around and do 
the bit you’ve been holding and save the 
bark to make more ink at a later date. (The 
reason for removing the bark is to give the 
ink a more uniform texture and colour, 
however you can also try leaving the bark 
on and see the diff erence in the results.)

5. Put the sticks in the tin and pack it as full 
as you can, (the least air the better) and put 
the lid on ensuring it’s nice and tight.

6. Use an open fi re or wood burner and 
ensure it is burning well with some orange 
glowing and yellow fl ames. With the hole 
facing you, place the tin in the middle of 
the fi re with some tongs making sure it is 
covered all around with burning wood. Keep 
the fi re topped up if necessary. At fi rst it 
will start to smoke gently. The smoke will 
then increase and then a fl ame will come 
out of the hole. 

The fl ame will burn fi ercely at fi rst with a 
bright yellow fl ame. It will gradually calm 
down and burn white, then clear. Wait until 
the fl ame has totally disappeared and then 
take the tin out of the fi re. This process can 
take anything between 30 minutes and an 
hour.

7. Leave it to cool totally before opening 
the tin. 

8. You can now use the charcoal to draw 
and sketch, but, if you want to make 
charcoal ink keep going with the next 
steps…

9. Grinding charcoal can be hard work. 
If you have an old coff ee grinder it will 
make the process easier but crushing the 
charcoal and then grinding it with a mortar 
and pestle is the traditional way. Crush the 
charcoal into smaller pieces (in your hand is 
fi ne but make sure you are wearing gloves) 
and then grind it up into tiny particles. They 
must be really fi ne. Wear a mask when 
grinding to avoid inhaling the particles. One 
tip is to put a big sock over the mortar and 
pestle while you grind. Add 1 tablespoon 
of water to the charcoal in the mortar and 
pestle. Mix it together. Put the muslin cloth 
in the funnel and add the mixture. If the 
water runs clear, the charcoal particles are 
not small enough and the charcoal should 
be ground down further.

10. When it has fi nished fi ltering, return 
the charcoal left in the muslin cloth to 
the mortar and pestle and add another 
tablespoon of water. Repeat this until you 
have used 5 tablespoons of water in total.

11. Add 3 teaspoons of gum Arabic to the 
fi ltered liquid and mix it up. You now have 
charcoal black ink which can be used with 
brushes, dip pens and calligraphy pens or 
any other mark making tools you can think 
of….
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DID YOU 
KNOW...

Oak Apple Day is an 
annual British holiday 
celebration held on 
May 29.
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The Oak Apple 

Day holiday is a 
yearly celebration to 

commemorate the 
restoration of His Royal 
Highness, King Charles 

II, to the throne in the 
1660s.
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KEEN TO 
LEARN 
MORE?
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HERE’S OUR 
HANDY 
READING 
LIST…
1. Chromatopia: An Illustrated History of 
Colour by David Coles 
Thames and Hudson, 2018 
(Short histories with great photographs – 
an easy read and intro)

2. Make Ink by Jason Logan 
Abrams, 2018
(Packed full of information on diff erent 
inks with numerous recipes)

3. The Organic Artist: Make Your Own 
Paint, Paper, Pigments, Prints and More 
from Nature by Nick Neddo 
Quarry Books, 2015
(Also includes making pens, paintbrushes, 
and wax crayons)

4. The Secret Lives of Colours by Kassia St 
Clair 
John Murray, 2018
(In-depth histories of colours – lots of 
valuable information)

5. Colour: Travels Through the Paintbox by 
Victoria Finlay 
Hodder and Stoughton, 2002
(Fascinating anecdotes, the book is mine of 
information and reads like a novel)
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#
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MORE ABOUT 
THE ARTISTS 
BEHIND THIS 
KIT

Artist Kerry Lemon (kerrylemon.co.uk) 
has been commissioned by St Modwen 
to develop a range of arts events 
and permanent artworks for the new 
Kingsgrove Development.  

For this celebration of the old Family Oak 
tree she has collaborated with local artist 
Jules Bishop (julesbishop.com) who visited 
the Family Oak to collect all the leaves, 
galls and twigs to hand make all the inks 
in your kit. Jules co-wrote this booklet 
with Kerry and has shared all her secret ink 
recipes with you here.

Local graphic designer Raluca Grosu 
(ralucagrosu.com) has designed this 
booklet using Kerry’s drawings and Jules’ 
photographs.

WE’D LOVE TO SEE WHAT YOU MAKE 
WITH THIS KIT!

Please share your drawings and 
photos with us. Please share on 
social media by adding the hashtag 
#ORCHARDkerrylemon and your 
work could feature on the Kingsgrove 
Newsletter and Facebook page.



We’d love 
to see what 
you make 
with this 

kit!
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Oak Apple Day is an annual British holiday 
celebration held on May 29.

The Oak Apple Day holiday is a yearly 
celebration to commemorate the 
restoration of His Royal Highness, King 
Charles II, to the throne in the 1660s.

Artist Kerry Lemon has been commissioned by 
St Modwen to develop a range of arts events and 
permanent artworks for the new Kingsgrove 
Development. For this celebration of the old 
Family Oak tree she has collaborated with local 
artist Jules Bishop and with a local graphic 
designer, Raluca Grosu.


