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Anne L. Watson is the first author to have introduced modern techniques of home soapmaking and lotionmaking to book readers. She has made soap under the company name Soap Tree, and before her retirement from professional life, she was a historic preservation architecture consultant. Anne and her husband, Aaron Shepard, live in Bellingham, Washington.


Soap & Lotion Books



Smart Soapmaking ~ Milk Soapmaking ~ Smart Lotionmaking ~ Castile Soapmaking ~ Cool Soapmaking ~ Smart Soapmaking Around the Year



Cookie Molds



Baking with Cookie Molds ~ Cookie Molds Around the Year ~ Crafting with Cookie Molds



Homemaking



Smart Housekeeping ~ Smart Housekeeping Around the Year



Lifestyle


Living Apart Together


Children’s Books



The Mice Before Christmas ~ The Secret of Gingerbread Village ~ On Christmas Eve ~ Katie Mouse and the Christmas Door ~ Katie Mouse and the Perfect Wedding ~ If Wishes Were Fishes ~ Skeeter and the Weasels (illustrator) ~ Many Fingers, One Hand (illustrator)


Novels



Skeeter: A Cat Tale ~ Pacific Avenue ~ Joy ~ Flight ~ Cassie’s Castaways ~ Willow’s Crystal ~ Benecia’s Mirror ~ A Chambered Nautilus ~ Departure



For updates and more resources,


visit Anne’s Soapmaking Page at


www.annelwatson.com/‌soapmaking
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Getting Started



“Make soap when the moon is waning, or it will be harsh.”


“You have to stir soap clockwise, or it won’t set.”


“Soap has to be stirred with a sassafras stick.”


You probably wouldn’t believe any of these old superstitions. But soapmaking instructions today can be almost as illogical. They make the process seem complicated and difficult. They make it look terribly dangerous.


It isn’t.


Maybe you’re like some of my students. Until they took my class, they were afraid to try soapmaking. I love it when the class is finished and they say, “Well, of all things — is that all there is to it?”



Or maybe you’ve made soap, but you wonder if everything you learned to do is really necessary. If there’s a simpler way, you’d sure like to know.



In either case, I’ve been in your shoes. I started out afraid to try soapmaking, and then a friend taught me how. But for a long time I believed a lot of old wives’ tales about it. I did some things that now seem as silly to me as any of the superstitions I quote above.


When I began to suspect that some of what I’d learned was nonsense, I decided to find out what was true and what wasn’t. So, I started asking people, and nagging people, and trading my soap for technical information. I barged around websites and bugged librarians and teachers. I studied soapmaking books, watched video, and learned a complex desktop app, all to see what different people had to say about the things I wanted to know. Good thing I’m a grownup — if I were a kid, people would have told me I was a pest. As it was, they probably just thought it.



When I couldn’t get answers any other way, I experimented on my own. What will happen if I don’t follow this rule? Sometimes, nothing. Bye-bye, rule. More often, though, I found that techniques useful for babying particular recipes had been cast as rules to apply to all. In this book, I tell you when you’re likely to need such techniques and when you can skip them.


One of the main things that I learned was to not blindly accept what I was told. Short of sticking my finger into a lye solution to see if it really would burn me — and don’t you do that, either — I tested nearly everything. So, unlike some soapmaking books, this one isn’t based on handed-down information. It’s based on things I’ve tried. Once in a while, I do accept someone’s word for something, but when I do, I’ve been careful to say so.



On the other hand, I’m not equipped to run a testing lab. I’m certain of my results for the recipes and batch sizes I’ve worked with. Other ingredients or quantities may give different results. So, “go by the book” at first, then experiment further if you like.



Or skip the experimenting and just make soap.
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Superstitions Galore!


Myths about Soap and Soapmaking
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This is not the beginning of the book. If it opened here automatically, please page backward for important information.
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There are a great many misconceptions about soapmaking. Let’s take time to dispel some of them, starting with a few that make people afraid to make soap.


Myths That Scare You Away



Myth #1: Soapmaking is difficult.


“I stirred that pot for two days, and I never did get it to make soap.”


When I was fairly new to making soap, I joined a couple of online mailing lists for soapmakers. The messages included lots of “Help!” emails from people who had been stirring a batch for hours or days and couldn’t make it work.



I wondered how they did it. How do you get a batch of soap to fail? I couldn’t think of a polite way to ask.



Years later, I posed this question to a group of experienced soapmakers. They agreed that by far the most common cause of “Help!” emails is that new soapmakers try to design their own recipes before they know how. Making soap and designing recipes are two different crafts. It’s best to learn them one at a time. So, start with recipes that are tried and true.



Some of those writers of “Help!” messages may have unknowingly picked difficult recipes. A theme you’ll find over and over in this book is that different soap recipes vary dramatically in what it takes to make them. Some are easy and some aren’t. And just because a recipe is harder doesn’t mean the soap it makes is better. I’ll show you how to figure that out in advance.


Myth #2: Soapmaking is expensive.


“You need all this special equipment, and the ingredients cost a lot too.”


We’re not setting up a factory here. Aside from a couple of special items, soapmaking uses more or less the same tools that cooking does. Many soapmakers use their regular kitchen equipment, and do it safely. Yes, you’re using lye, but lye isn’t plutonium. It’s easily neutralized, diluted, and removed. If you wash your equipment carefully, there’s no reason not to use your kitchenware. “Carefully” is the key word here — you don’t want soap in the soup, or soup in the soap.



But the idea still bothers some people. And some materials, such as aluminum, tin, and copper, work fine for cookware, but you can’t use them in soapmaking because they react with lye. So, you may not want or even be able to use some things from your kitchen.


If you buy pots, look for stainless or enameled steel. Enameled steel spatterware is usually inexpensive. Restaurant supply stores often have great prices on stainless steel pots.


Your other tools and containers may be stainless steel, enameled steel, heat-resistant plastic, or oven-safe glass. Chances are, you have plenty of usable stuff in your cabinets and drawers. If you’re not sure a plastic container is heat-resistant, fill it with boiling water. If you decide to buy equipment, shop around — best of all, visit a thrift store (charity shop, in the U.K.), discount store, or dollar store.


As to materials, you can make soap from just about any fat — anything from the cheapest vegetable oil or shortening in the grocery store to the most exotic, unpronounceable substance ever wrung from a tropical plant. Some of the best materials are the ones that are plentiful and cheap. Don’t think ingredients are better just because they cost more.


A final point on expense: If you can make good soap, you can make it for gifts — beautiful, greatly appreciated gifts. And for almost all of us, that’s less expensive than hitting the malls for every event that comes along. Any money you invest should come back to you from that alone.


Myth #3: Handmade soap is harsh.


“Oh, lye soap . . . It’s rough on your skin, isn’t it? I don’t want to make that.”


Most of us have heard about homemade country soap that would “take your hide right off.” But country soap wasn’t harsh because it was made with lye. All soap is made with lye, even the glycerin soap blocks sold in craft stores. Even luxury soaps that sell for more than most of us would pay.



Country soap was harsh because the quality of ingredients was unreliable and there was a lot the soapmakers didn’t know. They rendered their own fats and made their own lye from hardwood ashes and rainwater. They had no test for the strength of their lye solution other than floating an egg in it. Their recipes were hit-and-miss.


Today, most soapmakers buy their fats and lye already prepared. They work from precise formulations that carefully balance the ingredients. In finished soap that’s made properly, no lye remains.


So, how do you make it properly?


To begin with, use the recipes and directions in this book. Before we’re done, I’ll show you how to check a soap recipe you find elsewhere, as well as how to design your own.



Myth #4: Soapmaking is dangerous.


“Well, I don’t want to mess around with lye.”


I don’t know why, but nearly everyone says “mess around with lye,” as if soapmaking involved slinging the stuff all over the place. I assure you, it doesn’t. You stir some lye into water, and mix the lye solution with fat. I have yet to make a mess doing that. And I have yet to get burned.


Of course, you can. If you’re careless with lye, you may well get hurt. If you’re careless riding a bicycle, you may get hurt too. This doesn’t keep many people from riding bicycles. It just makes them take reasonable care when they ride. They wear protective gear and pay attention to what they’re doing.


That strategy works in soapmaking too. Your protective gear for soapmaking is goggles and gloves, and you wear them whenever you work with lye.



Like when you’re mowing the lawn, keep pets and children away from where you’re working. Like household cleaners, soapmaking ingredients must be stored safely. Label everything, whether you think it’s hazardous or not. Keep all containers closed tightly and out of reach of children and pets.



Like driving a car, soapmaking should be avoided when you’re feeling impaired in any way — tired, angry, tipsy, distracted, sick, rushed, whatever. Like frying in deep fat, soapmaking needs your full attention. Once you’ve mixed the lye solution, stick strictly to what you’re doing till your soap is finished. Don’t leave the lye unattended, even for “just a minute” — especially if you have pets or kids. Using my methods, this won’t be a problem, because you won’t need the long cooling times you would with most other instructions.


We all do things each day that require care. So, when you make soap, just be careful — you already know how.



Myths That Lead You Astray



So far, I’ve discussed myths that are believed by people who haven’t made soap. But there’s another whole class of misconceptions held by soapmakers themselves.


Some of these ideas — like needing to stir with a sassafras stick — must be centuries old. Not many people would still believe that. But some myths are offered as truth by half the soapmaking books today and a similar percentage of websites.


Remember the joke about the guy who snaps his fingers to keep elephants away? His friend says, “But there’s no elephants around here.” And the guy says, “Yeah, it works, don’t it?”
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