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A L L  A B O U T  O A K  G A L L S
O a k  t re e s  a re  k e ys to n e  sp e c i e s  i n  n e a r ly
a l l  e c o s ys te m s  t h e y  i n h ab i t ,  su p p o r t i n g
a n  ab u n d a n c e  of  a n i m a l  a n d  pl a nt  l i fe
w i t h  t h e i r  g e n e ro u s  fo o d ,  s h e lte r,  a n d
o t h e r  re s o u rc e s .

O a k  g a l l s  a re  g ro w t h s  t h at  fo r m  w h e n
a  c e r ta i n  k i n d  of  i n s e c t ,  c a l l e d  a  g a l l-
i n du c i n g  i n s e c t ,  l a ys  t h e i r  e g g s  i n  t h e
t re e ’s  l i v i n g  t i s su e  –  u su a l ly  i n  a  n e w
l e af  b u d .

G a l l s  p e r fo r m  m u lt i pl e  f u n c t i o n s .  Fo r  t h e
i n s e c t ,  t h e y  p ro te c t  d e ve l o p i n g  l a r v a  a n d
p ro v i d e  t h e m  w i t h  a  fo o d  s o u rc e ;  fo r  t h e
o a k ,  t h e y  h e l p  c o nta i n  i n s e c t  p o p u l at i o n s
t h at  m a y  o t h e r w i s e  o ve r w h e l m  t h e  t re e .

Ta n n i n- r i c h  o a k  g a l l s  c o m b i n e d  w i t h
i ro n  m a k e  a  s t ro n g  g ra y -to - bl ac k  dye ,
s o m e t i m e s  te n d i n g  to w a rd  s h ad e s  of
bl u e ,  g re e n ,  o r  p u r pl e .

Bl ac k  i n k  m ad e  f ro m  o a k  g a l l s  a n d  i ro n
h a s  b e e n  u s e d  fo r  t h o u s a n d s  of  ye a r s  i n
m a ny  p a r ts  of  t h e  wo r l d .  Do c u m e nts  a n d
a r t  we re  w r i t  te n  a n d  dra w n  w i t h  i ro n  g a l l
i n k  f ro m  t h e  A n c i e nt  Ro m a n  e ra  u nt i l  t h e
20 t h  c e nt u r y,  w h e n  s y nt h e t i c  bl ac k  i n k
b e c a m e  w i d e ly  a v a i l abl e .

I n  Ca l i fo r n i a ,  fa l l e n  o a k  g a l l s  c a n  b e
fo u n d  ye a r- ro u n d .  Lo o k  fo r  t i ny  h o l e s
w h e re  t h e  g a l l- i n du c i n g  i n s e c ts  h a ve
t u n n e l e d  t h e i r  w a y  o u t .  Co l l e c t  t h e m
o ve r  t i m e ,  t h e n  m a k e  dye  u s i n g  t h e
fo l l o w i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n s !



1 . O n c e  yo u’ve  c o l l e c te d  l o ts  of  g a l l s  ( at
l e a s t  20 %  of  t h e  we i g ht  of  yo u r  fi b e r ) ,
g e nt ly  b o i l  t h e m  i n  w ate r  i n  a  p o t  re -
s e r ve d  o n ly  fo r  n at u ra l  dye i n g*  fo r  1 -2
h o u r s  to  re l e a s e  t h e i r  ta n n i n- r i c h  dye .  

O p t i o n a l :  U s e  a  m u d d l e r  o r  m a s h e r *  to
sm a s h  t h e  s of te n e d  g a l l s  i nto  a  p u l p y
c o n s i s te n c y  i n  yo u r  dye  p o t .  ( M o re  dye
w i l l  b e  re l e a s e d  a s  m o re  su r fac e  a re a  i s
e x p o s e d .)  G e nt ly  b o i l  t h e  m a s h e d  g a l l s
fo r  a n  ad d i t i o n a l  h o u r  o r  s o  to  re l e a s e
a l l  t h e i r  dye .

2 . St ra i n  o u t  t h e  g a l l s /p u l p.  T h i s  l i q u i d
i s  yo u r  dye .  N o te :  T h e  dye  wo n’t  b e  to o
s t ro n g  i n  c o l o r  –  t h e  c o l o r  i s  dra w n  o u t
w h e n  yo u r  fab r i c  i s  t re ate d  w i t h  i ro n .

H O W  T O  M A K E  D Y E
3. Su b m e rg e  yo u r  fab r i c  i n  h o t  ( 1 8 0 º )

dye ,  s t i r r i n g  of te n  fo r  e ve n  c o l o r.
Le a ve  fab r i c  i n  t h e  dye  fo r  a s  l i t t l e
a s  fi ve  m i n u te s  a n d  u p  to  o ve r n i g ht .
Eac h  g a l l  h a s  a  d i f  fe re nt  a m o u nt  of
ta n n i n  ( dye ) ,  s o  t h e  s t re n g t h  of  e ac h
b atc h  w i l l  v a r y.  I t ’s  a l l  a n  e x p e r i m e nt !

4. O n c e  o u t  of  t h e  dye  p o t * ,  l e t  yo u r  
fab r i c  c o o l  to  ro o m  te m p e rat u re ,
t h e n  r i n s e .  P ro c e e d  to  t h e  i ro n  p o s t-
t re at i n g  s te p  to  dra w  o u t  t h e  d a r k ,
dra m at i c  c o l o r !

*Alw a ys  u s e  p o ts  a n d  u te n s i l s  re s e r ve d  o n ly
fo r  n at u ra l  dye i n g .



I RO N  P OS T-T RE AT I N G  REC I P E :
•  We a r  g l o ve s  ( a n d  a  m a s k ,  i f  wo r k i n g  w i t h
   p o w d e re d  i ro n) .

•  M e a su re  i ro n  p o w d e r  at  a p p ro x .  1 -3 %
   of  t h e  we i g ht  of  yo u r  fi b e r,  a n d  d i s s o lve
   i n  a  b u c k e t  (re s e r ve d  o n ly  fo r  n at u ra l
   dye s )  of  ro o m  te m p e rat u re  ta p  w ate r.

•  So a k  yo u r  dye d  fab r i c  i n  t h e  i ro n  s o -
   l u t i o n  fo r  a p p ro x .  30  s e c o n d s ,  s t i r r i n g
   to  e n su re  e ve n  u p ta k e .  T h e  c o l o r  s h i f t
   s h o u l d  b e  i m m e d i ate ly  n o t i c e abl e .

•  R i n s e  yo u r  fab r i c ,  t h e n  w a s h  i n  c o l d
   w ate r  w i t h  g e nt l e  d e te rg e nt .  T h e  c o l o r
   i s  n o w  s e t  a n d  p e r m a n e nt !

Fo r  m o re  d e ta i l e d  i n s t r u c t i o n s ,  v i s i t
b e r b o s t u d i o. c o m /re s o u rc e s .

T h e  l a s t  s te p  to  wo r k i n g  w i t h  o a k  g a l l
dye  i s  p o s t-t re at i n g  yo u r  fab r i c  w i t h
i ro n .  T h i s  s te p  d a r k e n s  t h e  ta n n i n s
a n d  s h i f ts  t h e  dye  c o l o r  f ro m  a  p a l e
ye l l o w  o r  ta n  to  dra m at i c  g ra y.

I ro n  i n  p o w d e r  fo r m  i s  a v a i l abl e  f ro m  dye
su p pl i e r s  l i k e  b o ta n i c a l c o l o r s . c o m .  I ro n
c a n  a l s o  b e  “ h a r ve s te d”  f ro m  r u s t y  fo u n d
o b j e c ts  ( we a r  g l o ve s  w h e n  c o l l e c t i n g ! )
s o a k e d  i n  a  m a s o n  j a r *  i n  a  1 0 : 1  m i x t u re
of  w ate r  a n d  w h i te  v i n e g a r.  Le a ve  t h e  c o v -
e re d  m i x t u re  i n  a  c ab i n e t  o r  s h ad e d  a re a
f ro m  a  we e k  to  a  c o u pl e  m o nt h s .  I t ’s  re ady
to  b e  s t ra i n e d  a n d  u s e d  w h e n  t h e  l i q u i d
t u r n s  a  b r i g ht  b u r nt  o ra n g e  c o l o r.
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