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INTRODUCTION

We have all been there. You reach into your pocket for a pen,
only to realize the cap has come off, leaving a dark, stubborn
stain on your favorite shirt or a pair of khakis. Or perhaps a pen
exploded in your bag, marking a brand new blazer. That moment
of panic is universal. The immediate thought is often that the
garment is ruined, destined for the rag bin. However, before you
give up hope, it is critical to understand that a pen ink stain does
not have to be permanent. The key to success lies in acting
quickly, identifying the type of ink you are dealing with, and using
the correct removal technique. Ink is a complex mixture of dyes,
pigments, and solvents, and different pens use different formulas.
What works for a ballpoint pen might be useless against a gel
pen, and vice versa. This comprehensive guide will walk you
through the most effective methods for removing pen ink from
clothes, using common household products and a little bit of
patience. We will cover everything from fresh stains to old, dried-
out marks, ensuring you have the best possible chance of saving
your clothing. Mastering these techniques is a valuable life skill
that can save you money and extend the life of your wardrobe.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR ENEMY: TYPES OF PEN INK

Before you start dousing your garment in rubbing alcohol or milk,
it is essential to identify what kind of ink you are dealing with.
The chemical composition of the ink dictates which solvent will be
most effective at breaking it down without damaging the fabric.
Using the wrong method can sometimes set the stain
permanently.

Ballpoint Pen Ink

Ballpoint pens use a thick, oil-based ink that is typically made
from a dye dissolved in a solvent like benzyl alcohol or
phenoxyethanol. This ink is designed to be viscous and quick-
drying. Because it is oil-based, it responds very well to alcohol-
based solvents. Rubbing alcohol (isopropyl alcohol) and hairspray
are classic remedies for ballpoint ink stains. The alcohol helps to
dissolve the oily binder, allowing the dye to be lifted from the
fabric fibers.

Gel Pen Ink

Gel pens use a water-based gel that contains pigment particles
suspended in a water-soluble medium. This ink is thicker and
more opaque than ballpoint ink. Because it is water-based, it can
sometimes be easier to remove than oil-based ink, especially
when fresh. However, some gel inks contain dyes that can be
quite stubborn. Water, dish soap, and vinegar are often effective
first-line treatments for gel ink stains.

Fountain Pen Ink

Fountain pen ink is almost always water-based and dye-based. It
is designed to flow freely and be absorbed by paper. This also
means it is often the easiest type of ink to remove from fabric.
Many fountain pen inks are water-soluble, so a simple flush with

cold water and a bit of laundry detergent can be surprisingly
effective. However, some permanent or pigmented fountain pen
inks (like India ink) are alcohol or shellac-based and require a
more aggressive solvent approach.

Permanent Marker Ink

Permanent markers, like Sharpies, contain a solvent-based ink
(usually a mixture of alcohol and a resin) that is designed to be
resistant to water and fading. This is the most stubborn type of
ink to remove. You will need a strong solvent like rubbing alcohol
(ideally 91% or higher), acetone-based nail polish remover, or
even hand sanitizer to break it down.

PRELIMINARY STEPS: WHAT TO DO IMMEDIATELY

Time is the most critical factor when dealing with an ink stain.
The longer the ink sits on the fabric, the deeper it penetrates the
fibers and the harder it becomes to remove. Here are the very
first steps you should take upon discovering a stain.

Do Not Rub The Stain

This is the cardinal rule of ink stain removal. Rubbing the stain
with a cloth or your hand will only push the ink deeper into the
fibers and spread it to a larger area. Instead, you want to blot
the stain gently with a clean, white cloth or paper towel. Blotting
absorbs the excess liquid ink without forcing it further into the
weave of the fabric.

Place A Barrier Under The
Fabric

To prevent the ink from transferring to the other side of the
garment or to the surface below, place a thick layer of paper
towels, an old white rag, or a piece of cardboard inside the
garment, directly under the stained area. This barrier will absorb
the ink as it is lifted out by your cleaning solution.

Test Your Cleaning Solution

Before applying any solvent—be it rubbing alcohol, vinegar, or a
commercial stain remover—it is absolutely vital to test it on an
inconspicuous area of the garment first. Apply a small amount of
the solution to a hidden seam or the inside of a hem and check
for any color bleeding, fabric damage, or discoloration. This step
is especially important for delicate fabrics like silk, wool, or
acetate.

EFFECTIVE METHODS FOR REMOVING PEN INK

Here are the most reliable methods for removing pen ink stains,
categorized by the type of ink and the solvent you are using.
Always start with the gentlest method and work your way up to
stronger solvents if necessary.
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Method 1: Rubbing Alcohol
(Isopropyl Alcohol)

Rubbing alcohol is the single most effective and versatile solvent
for removing ink stains. It works incredibly well on ballpoint, gel,
and permanent marker inks. The higher the concentration of
alcohol, the better. Look for 91% or 99% isopropyl alcohol.

1. Prepare the area: Place your garment on a flat surface
with the stain facing up. Put a bundle of paper towels or an
old white cloth underneath the stained area, between the
layers of fabric.

2. Apply the alcohol: Soak a cotton ball or a clean white
cloth with rubbing alcohol. Do not pour the alcohol directly
onto the stain, as this can spread it. Instead, gently dab the
soaked cotton ball onto the ink mark.

3. Blot and lift: You will see the ink begin to dissolve and
transfer onto the cotton ball and the paper towel
underneath. Continue dabbing and blotting, moving to a
clean section of the cotton ball or paper towel as it
becomes saturated with ink.

4. Repeat: Keep applying fresh alcohol and blotting until no
more ink is transferring. This may take several minutes for
a stubborn stain.

5. Rinse: Once the stain is gone or significantly faded, flush
the area with cold water to remove the alcohol and any
residual ink.

6. Wash: Launder the garment as usual with your regular
laundry detergent. Air dry the garment initially to ensure
the stain is completely gone, as heat from a dryer can set
any remaining stain permanently.

Method 2: Hand Sanitizer

Hand sanitizer is an excellent alternative to rubbing alcohol
because it typically contains a high concentration of ethyl or
isopropyl alcohol. It has the added benefit of being a gel, which
gives you more control over where the solvent goes and prevents
it from spreading too quickly.

1. Apply generously: Squirt a generous amount of hand
sanitizer directly onto the ink stain. Make sure the stain is
completely covered.

2. Work it in: Gently rub the sanitizer into the fibers using
your fingers or a soft-bristled toothbrush. Be careful not to
scrub too hard.

3. Let it sit: Allow the sanitizer to sit on the stain for at least
5-10 minutes to break down the ink.

4. Blot and rinse: Blot the area with a clean cloth to lift the
dissolved ink, then rinse thoroughly with cold water.

5. Wash: Launder as usual.

Method 3: White Vinegar
and Cornstarch (For
Delicate Fabrics)

This is a gentler method that is well-suited for delicate fabrics like
silk or wool, which can be damaged by harsh alcohols. White
vinegar is a mild acid that can help break down water-based inks,
while cornstarch acts as an absorbent.

1. Make a paste: Mix equal parts white vinegar and
cornstarch (or cornflour) to form a thick, spreadable paste.

2. Apply the paste: Spread the paste generously over the
ink stain, making sure it is fully covered.

3. Let it dry: Allow the paste to dry completely. This can take

several hours. As it dries, the vinegar works to dissolve the

ink, and the cornstarch absorbs it.

Scrape and brush: Once dry, scrape off the dried paste

with a dull knife or brush it away gently.

5. Rinse and wash: Rinse the area with cold water and then
launder the garment according to the care label.

Method 4: Milk (For
Soaking)

This is an old-fashioned home remedy that is surprisingly
effective, particularly for water-based fountain pen inks and some
gel inks. The proteins and fats in milk can help bind to the ink and
pull it out of the fabric.

s

1. Soak the stain: Place the stained area of the garment in a
bowl! or container filled with enough whole milk or
buttermilk to fully submerge it.

2. Let it soak: Allow it to soak for at least one hour. For very
stubborn stains, you can leave it overnight in the
refrigerator.

3. Agitate occasionally: Every so often, gently agitate the
fabric in the milk to help lift the ink.

4. Rinse and wash: Remove the garment from the milk and
rinse it thoroughly with cold water. You may need to rub a
little liquid laundry detergent into the area before washing
it in the machine as usual.

Method 5: Hairspray

Hairspray is a classic remedy for ballpoint pen ink. Most
hairsprays contain alcohol, which acts as the solvent. However,
modern hairsprays often have lower alcohol content than they
used to, so this method can be hit or miss. It is worth a try if you
do not have rubbing alcohol on hand.

1. Protect the area: Place a paper towel under the stain.

2. Spray liberally: Saturate the ink stain with hairspray. The
area should be wet.

3. Blot immediately: While the hairspray is still wet, blot the
stain with a clean white cloth. The ink should start to
transfer to the cloth.

4. Repeat: Continue spraying and blotting until the stain is
gone.

5. Rinse and wash: Rinse the area with water and launder as
usual.

Method 6: Commercial
Stain Remover Or Laundry
Detergent

For minor or fresh stains, a high-quality laundry detergent or a
pre-treatment stain remover can be enough. Look for products
that contain enzymes, which are excellent at breaking down
organic and protein-based stains.

2 How To Get Pen Ink Out Of Clothes

2026-01-08



How To Get Pen Ink Out Of Clothes 3

. Apply directly: Apply a small amount of liquid laundry
detergent or a stain stick directly to the ink mark.

. Gently rub: Rub the fabric together gently to work the
detergent into the fibers.

. Let it sit: Allow the detergent to sit on the stain for 15-30
minutes.

. Wash as usual: Wash the garment in the hottest water
that is safe for the fabric.

. Check before drying: Always inspect the garment after
washing. If the stain remains, repeat the treatment. Do not

put it in the dryer until the stain is completely gone.

REMOVING DRIED OR SET-IN INK STAINS

Fresh stains are always easier to remove, but what if you find a
garment with an old, dried ink stain that has already been
washed and dried? All hope is not lost, but you will need to be
more persistent. The heat from the dryer can set the stain,
making it more resistant to removal.

For set-in stains, you will need to use a soaking approach
combined with a strong solvent. Try the following:



