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A Note about Measurements
To allow simple use of metric or imperial measurements the recipe quantities have not been directly converted. They have been calculated to give you 1kg soap when working in metric and 2lbs of soap when working in imperial, so work in either one or the other, do not mix the two.





introduction


[image: Illustration]


It has been seventeen years since I wrote the first edition of this book and I could never have imagined then the impact it would have on my own life or on the lives of the many soapers throughout the world who continue to tell me of the inspiration they gained from it. Soaping has come a long way since then, and I am thrilled to have the opportunity to now revise the recipes and incorporate the new knowledge I have gained in the many years I have been soaping.


I, like many others, started soapmaking in my kitchen, but just one year after the publication of this book, I found myself running a workshop employing 25 people and supplying soap to prestigious stores throughout the world. I sold my business in 2000 and semi-retired to my lovely home in southwest France.


I have been privileged to lecture in the United States and have used my skill to set up social enterprises in three African countries. These days, I continue my work teaching soapmaking around the world and helping others to build their own businesses and brands. If you would like to find out more, please check out my website at www.makesoap.biz or join the ‘Makesoap’ page on Facebook.


For the uninitiated, this book contains all the original recipes and processes from the first edition, but they have been reformulated to allow imperial users to make 2lb batches and metric users to make 1kg batches. All the formulas now have 3 per cent free oil to ensure they are super mild. Unfortunately, the strict rules that govern cosmetic legislation mean that you cannot sell these soaps, but I hope they will still bring pleasure to you, your family and your friends. For those who get hooked and wish to start soap businesses, much information on the legislation in your country is available via the internet. I also cover some of the business aspects in my more recent book, Natural Soap.


WELCOME TO THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF SOAPMAKING—ENJOY!
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the history of soapmaking



Marketing directors worldwide will tell you that in order to sell a new product, people must be convinced that:


▪   It will enhance their sex drive.


▪   It will lengthen their lives.


▪   They will be socially unacceptable without it.


And so it came to pass that some biblical whizzkid spotted a gap in the market and proclaimed ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness’, sending people the world over in search of purifying and cleansing agents (see Jeremiah 2:22 and Malachi 3:2) with which to improve their lot.


In those early days, tree bark and herbs such as soapwort were used to enhance ablutions, but in the 8th century, the Italians and the Spanish set about creating what we now call soap from goat fat and beech tree ash. The French (a stylish bunch of people) introduced the concept of replacing the animal fat—or tallow—with olive oil, while the pioneers of America traditionally treated soapmaking as a homecraft, creating sodium hydroxide (caustic soda/lye) by leaving rainwater to drip through a perforated barrel filled with hardwood ash. The resulting solution was then boiled until it was concentrated enough for a fresh egg (still in its shell) to float on the surface without sinking. Fat was rendered from whichever animals happened to be around at the time and grandma-style soap was created, although rough skin and holey socks were often unwelcome by-products of this rather caustic brew.


In England, in the early 17th century, the soap industry was developing at a rapid pace and King James I (a man very supportive of small businesses) granted soapmakers special privileges. By 1791, the French were ahead again with the discovery, by the chemist Nicolas Leblanc, of a process that extracted soda from ordinary salt. By this time the findings of Louis Pasteur had also firmly established that personal cleanliness reduced the spread of disease and the ‘hygienic movement’ was born.


Andrew Pears was one of the first people to define the need for soap as a cosmetic aid. The son of a Cornish farmer, he trained as a hairdresser and then established himself in his own salon in London’s Soho where he also manufactured and sold rouges and other cosmetics. He set about refining the existing harsh base soaps and eventually produced a transparent soap perfumed with ‘the flowers of an English garden’. In 1835 Andrew brought his grandson, Francis Pears, into the business. Francis became his partner, a relationship which continued until 1838 when Andrew retired.


Some years later, Francis’s son-in-law, Thomas J Barratt, joined the company as a partner and brought with him the flair and marketing skills required to turn Pears’ Soap into a worldwide commodity.


At this time, advertising was a revolutionary new concept and Barratt’s creative schemes met much opposition. Undeterred, he mounted huge campaigns to inform the public that Pears’ Soap was safe, healthy and, above all, made its users beautiful. His marketing projects were bold and costly but undoubtedly contributed enormously to the success of the company.


Barratt’s use of John Everett Millais’ painting Bubbles as an advertising poster promoting the soaps was only one of a number of enterprising schemes that, even today, trigger an immediate association with Pears’ Soap.


For those born in the reign of the seldom amused and extremely modest Queen Victoria, the concept of a naked body-bath was decadent in the extreme (it was only in the second half of the 20th century that the idea of a daily bath was no longer considered both harmful and sinful). However, it was during Victoria’s reign that the entrepreneur WH Lever began the mass-production and marketing of soap. He established, as his base, a large factory and a new town, situated close to the River Mersey in northern England, which he named Port Sunlight. It was built specifically for the housing and welfare of his employees.


The late 20th century has spawned a revival for things natural and a renewed interest in herbal remedies. Many people seek to preserve the environment and to reduce the use of toxins and chemicals. The establishment and success of such organizations as The Body Shop have raised public awareness of the virtues of using natural cosmetics. The strong principles of its founder, Anita Roddick, have also demonstrated that it is possible for women to build empires from small enterprises.


An exciting soap venture resulting from The Body Shop is proving very successful for Mark Constantine, another British entrepreneur, who has opened a fast-growing chain of retail soap ‘delis’ under the name of Lush. Mark began in 1974, creating herbal hair and beauty treatments. He went on to form a creative partnership with Anita Roddick, originating and developing products for The Body Shop. He was their main supplier for over 15 years but, in 1994, launched his first shop in Poole marketing soaps and bath products made mainly from fresh fruit and vegetables, essential oils and ‘safe’ synthetics. Mark is co-owner of the enterprise and considers his success to be the result of good team-work. The Lush products have wonderfully zany names like Angels on Bareskin and Dream Cream. The shops also have ‘fresh cabinets’ containing a selection of scrubs, masks and cleansers, and even a cleansing mask for men made with home-baked bread. See page 69 for our exclusive Lush bath soap recipe.


The renaissance in soapmaking as a cottage industry is particularly prevalent in the United States. In the UK, many individuals, and women in particular, are setting up satellite companies, often selling their products direct at craft fairs and wholesale to specialist stores. Considerable care and creativity is demonstrated by these people, both in the use of fine ingredients and the decoration and presentation of their soaps. These enterprises have, in fact, challenged many of the larger soap manufacturers to package their products as wholesome lookalikes. Yet, in reality, some of these ‘natural’ soaps are made using the same processes and ingredients as the mass-market polished bars that are so familiar to us, so you should be selective about what you buy.


What is clear is that the soap industry in general has always been initiated on sound principles and good intentions. Soapmakers of the 1990s are a sharing community and perhaps this attitude will, in addition to cleanliness, take us a little nearer to that much sought-after ‘godliness’.
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basic know-how


The product that we know of as soap is the result of mixing an acid with a caustic alkali. Most methods of soapmaking use vegetable or animal fats and oils as the acid and sodium hydroxide (caustic soda/lye) as the alkali. When the alkali is diluted with water and added to the acid, a reaction called ‘saponification’ occurs. Once this has happened the alkali is on its way to being neutralized and, after curing the soap for several weeks, it should no longer be in evidence. Soap, therefore, is made with sodium hydroxide but does not contain it.


Saponification is an easy stage to recognize but the time it takes depends on a large number of variables, including the temperature of your mixture and the specific fats that you are using (see Basic Oils and Fats on pages 14–16). When saponification occurs your soap thickens to a point referred to by soapmakers as ‘trace’. To establish whether you have reached trace, spoon some soap from the pot and then dribble it back over the surface of the mixture. If the dribble sits on top of the mixture, forming a raised line, you have reached trace. Using an electric hand mixer will speed up the trace process considerably. You can expect your soap to trace in less than five minutes.


Colourings, fragrances and fillers are all added as the mixture reaches trace and the soap is then poured into moulds. To speed up the saponification process, it helps to cover your soap with a blanket.


weights & measures


The success or failure of your batch of soap relies, above all, on one crucial factor: correct proportions of ingredients. If you wish to add to or alter the ingredients, read the Saponification Chart on page 17 for guidance on how to do this. The recipes in this book are calculated to provide you with 2lbs when working in imperial or 1 kg when working in metric. Depending on the moulds you select, these should result in 10–14 average-sized bars of soap. Please note that, with the exception of spoonfuls and drops of ingredients, all quantities listed in the recipes are weighed quantities, so where water is quoted in ounces, these are weighed ounces and not fluid ounces. To weigh ingredients like this, place your chosen empty container on the scales and turn the setting back to zero. Then add your ingredients to the container until the weight reads as specified in the recipe. Use either ounces or grams, but do not mix the two in a recipe.


techniques


There are various ways that trace times can be reduced. Whisking the soap with a stainless steel whisk will speed up the process, as will the use of a hand-held electric mixer. If, however, you are going to use one of these miracles of modern science please ensure that the mixer is turned off before placing it in your soap pot. This warning comes from someone who, with the speed control set at 3, turned on her mixer and plastered the whole room (and herself) with flying, caustic soap.


Another shortcut is to place your soap pot in a warm oven (at the lowest setting), although personally, I find that the old-fashioned look-and-stir approach is preferable because it means that you will not miss trace and find that your soap has solidified in the pot.


setting times


Once again, these are dependent on a number of factors, including ingredients, room temperature and so on. However, on average, your soap should be hard enough to remove from the moulds 24–48 hours after pouring. Soaps based on vegetable oils take longer to harden than those made with meat fats. It is important to unmould the soap as soon as it reaches the consistency of hard cheese. At this stage you will be able to cut it into bars with ease.



curing


Stack the cut soap on trays in a well-ventilated room to continue the curing process. During this process any residual sodium hydroxide is neutralized and any free water evaporates. This can result in changes to the appearance of your soap. A fine white dust, or even a crust, may appear on the surface of the soap. This is soda ash and can be scraped or even washed off the soap once the curing process is complete. It may help to lay clingfilm on the soap surface directly after it has been poured into the mould.


You will also find that your soap will shrink during the curing process and, for this reason, it is wise not to wrap bands around the soap until it has completely settled. Some colourings will also fade—to reduce this possibility, turn the soap regularly so that all sides receive equal exposure to the light during the curing process.


In this book we use the cold-process method of soapmaking. This ensures that glycerine, which is a valuable by-product of the saponification process, remains in the finished soap, whereas in commercial soapmaking this is often extracted and sold separately.


acidity


You may be aware and concerned about the term ‘pH balance’, which measures acidity. Most cold-process soaps have a pH balance of about 9–10, and this will reduce to around 9 during the curing process. It is extremely difficult to control pH without the use of harsh chemicals which are, in effect, worse for your skin than a soap with a high pH content.


While the ingredients in the soaps in this book make them mild and gentle, if you are concerned you can test the pH of your soap with papers that can be purchased from aquarium shops, school suppliers and chemical laboratories. If a soap reads above 10, don’t throw it away–use it for the laundry or rebatch it (see page 18).
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materials & equipment


One of the great delights of soapmaking is that nearly all the equipment you need can be found in the average kitchen. Provided you wash this equipment in normal dishwashing liquid after soapmaking, there is no need to set aside special pots, pans and utensils specifically for your new addiction. Check that you have the following:


ASSORTED PLASTIC CONTAINERS: You can use these as moulds (see page 12).


DROPPER: This is optional, but it is useful when adding diluted pigments.


EYE PROTECTION: Wear a large pair of spectacles or plastic protective goggles, which can be bought in DIY stores.


HAND-HELD CHEESE-GRATER: Alternatively, use a food-processor. Either one is invaluable for rebatching (see page 18).


HAND-HELD ELECTRIC MIXER: A stick blender is the best kind, but run it intermittently or the motor will burn out.


KITCHEN SCALES: Ordinary kitchen scales will do fine (provided they are accurate) but if you are buying new ones invest in scales that you can manually turn back to zero. Postage scales are particularly useful for measuring the sodium hydroxide.


LARGE COOKING POT: This is your soap pot and should be made of either stainless steel or unchipped enamel. Do not use iron or aluminium as these will be affected by the sodium hydroxide (caustic soda/lye).


MEASURING JUG OR BOWL: Choose one in plastic or ovenproof glass. This will be used for weighing your water and for mixing your sodium hydroxide.


MEASURING SPOONS: Choose a selection in various sizes to use with the colourants.


NON-STICK COOKING SPRAY: This is used for greasing your moulds. Solid vegetable fat will also do.


OLD BLANKETS OR TOWELS: These are used to insulate your finished soap.


PLASTIC SPATULAS: You will need two. These are for stirring your soapmix and your sodium hydroxide and for scraping the sides of your soap pot.


RUBBER GLOVES: These are essential protection from the caustic ingredients in the soap. Regularly check for holes.


SHARP KNIFE: You need this to cut the soap into bars.


SODIUM HYDROXIDE (CAUSTIC SODA/LYE): This can be purchased from chemist’s shops or plumber’s supply merchants. Make sure that the brand you buy contains 100 per cent sodium hydroxide. Keep it in an airtight container and handle with extreme care. If the granules are exposed to damp they will solidify into hard lumps, although they are still usable like this.


SPONGES OR DISHCLOTHS: You need these for mopping up spilt soap. Remember that newly-made soap is caustic, so rinse the sponges and cloths thoroughly after use.


STAINLESS STEEL LADLE: When making large batches of soap you may find it easier to ladle rather than pour the mixture into the moulds.


SUGAR THERMOMETERS: You will need two. Buy glass, not aluminium, thermometers that register from below 100°F (38°C) and up to at least 200°F (93°C).





shapes & sizes
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One of the first things you will discover as a truly addicted soapmaker is that, when shopping, packaging becomes far more important than product. No longer will you select your meat, fruit and dairy items on the basis of quality, you will now buy them because they are sitting in wonderfully moulded plastic packs. Your refrigerator will be full of prettily shaped but inedible mousses and yoghurts in weird and wonderful flavours, and those fancy rubber ice trays and silicone cake moulds will be firmly designated to the soapmaking cupboard.
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