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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.
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Getting Started



Since my book Smart Soapmaking was published, I’ve been asked again and again if it covers milk soapmaking. It doesn’t. Milk soapmaking is a subject unto itself. It uses different materials, of course, but besides that, it needs a different approach. Too much material to cram into one book, I felt.



Also, milk soaps weren’t my specialty at that time. I’d made a few, and they were fine soaps. In fact, several people who received bars of my whipping cream soap as gifts began to nag me to go back into the soap business. But I didn’t consider myself an expert.


Time changes things. As I started trying to answer questions from soapmakers about milk soap, I was drawn further and further into the subject. I learned about the different types of milk, what to expect from them, and how to handle each one.



I made hundreds of bars of soap from dozens of different recipes. I experimented with scent and color to see what happens when they’re used with milk. Then there were non-dairy milks to consider — would any of them make good soap? On a spreadsheet, I kept a log of my experiments — what went into each batch, and what came out.



When I got unexpected results, I asked materials vendors and chemists — what’s going on here? And they were kind enough to tell me, so a few more puzzle pieces snapped into place. Then I set up a testing program, giving and sending out soap sets identified only by number to testers who rated them for lather, feel, and general attractiveness.


In the end, I decided to write another book. Otherwise, I really would have had to go back into the soap business.
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Myths and Milk



Stories You Hear About Milk 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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Readers of my first soap book, Smart Soapmaking, know I collect soapmaking myths. Here are a few about milk soapmaking.


Myth #1: Only an experienced soapmaker should try it.



“You can’t learn milk soapmaking until you’re adept at making water-based soaps.”


I’m sorry to admit, I’ve said this myself. The reason I bought this tale was that one of the few soapmaking failures of my life till then was a batch of milk soap. I followed all the directions in the recipe and ended up with soap that was studded with undissolved nuggets of lye. Definitely not recommended as a beauty treatment!


So, I used to say that it’s best to avoid milk soaps until you’re more experienced with soapmaking. But after a couple of soapmakers told me they’d learned just fine on milk soaps, I reconsidered. Why should I have to know about one kind of soap to make another?


What had made my batch fail wasn’t lack of experience with water-based soaps — it was a lack of precise, science-based instructions for milk soap. Even on the very first batch, a novice should be able to succeed if such instructions were available. It’s just that they haven’t been — until now!



Myth #2: Milk soaps are especially difficult.


“Milk is so temperamental in soapmaking, it’s easy to end up with a total disaster.”


This myth is related to Myth #1 and contains as little truth. Supposedly, the inherent difficulty of milk soaps means that the uninitiated shouldn’t even try.



But to me, “temperamental” means, even if you do everything properly, you might fail anyway. This isn’t true with milk soaps. Do everything right, and there’s little chance of your soap not turning out well.



There’s the catch: Do everything right. After dozens of experiments for this book — including some spectacular failures — I identified what caused problems and how to avoid them.


Here’s the solution: I found there are two good ways to make milk soaps. But neither is good for all kinds of milk. In fact, if one technique works, the other probably won’t. The key to success is to choose the right technique for the milk you want to use. I’ll tell you how to do that.



Making milk soap does require some tricks. But, as any stage magician can tell you, a trick explained is merely a procedure.


Myth #3: Goat milk is superior to cow.



“Goat milk is far better for soapmaking because it’s much higher in fat than cow, and the fat globules are smaller.”


Whether goat milk is higher in fat depends on several factors — the breeds of goat and cow, points in their lactation cycles, what the animals eat, and whether the milk is straight from the farm or is processed commercially. The cartoned goat milk in my local supermarket is lower in fat than commercial whole milk from cows. Commercial goat dairies remove a lot of the cream for cheesemaking.


There are numerous differences between goat milk and cow, and it’s true that the average size of the fat globules of goat milk is smaller. But regardless of chemical differences, the real test of a soap comes when you wash with it.



So, for this book, I made dozens of batches of soap from all kinds of milk. Each batch was recorded in a log and identified with a number. I gave samples to over a dozen testers, with requests to compare the soaps.


These testers didn’t favor goat milk soap over cow. The only patterns I could see were that they mostly favored fluid milk over powdered or evaporated, and that they slightly favored farm milk over commercial.


So, if you can’t get goat milk where you live, don’t worry. You can still make great soap!


Myth #4: The milk must be pasteurized.


“Farm milk isn’t safe to use for soapmaking unless you pasteurize it yourself.”


I asked a microbiologist for facts on this one. She said, “Lye kills cells, and that includes germ cells. There’s no reason to pasteurize milk before you make soap with it.”



Some of my tests used unpasteurized milk, and others used pasteurized (in some countries called sterilized). If there was any difference in quality, it wasn’t enough for me to notice.


Myth #5: Only animal milks will work.


“If you’re allergic to animal milk, or you’re a vegan, forget about milk soap.”


I tested all the kinds of plant milk I could get my hands on. Some didn’t make good soap, but others were great. So, I’ve included instructions for those too.



Myth #6: Only whole milk and cream should be used for soapmaking.


“You can’t make good soap with lowfat or nonfat milk.”


This one is a real puzzler. Considering that water, the more common liquid used in soapmaking, is completely “nonfat,” I don’t see the logic. And yes, I’ve made fine, creamy soap with ordinary nonfat dry milk.



Moisturizing and richness in soaps is partly due to the recipe’s superfatting — fat added beyond what’s needed to neutralize the lye. It also depends on what fat is used. The fat in milk is only one kind of fat in the soap, and just a small portion of the total fat.



Butterfat does make pleasant soap, and soaps made with cream are indeed rich and creamy. My test bars with these ingredients lathered lavishly — and didn’t last as long as most soaps, or produce satisfactory results with fancy molds. So, there are advantages and disadvantages.


The notion that lower-fat products can’t be used for soapmaking could have originated with soapmakers who weren’t using stick blenders. Lowfat milks may get lumpy when the lye is first added, and without a stick blender, they may not produce a smooth soap.


Given the tools we’re using today, the milk you choose is a matter of taste. You may find you prefer the cream-based soaps for bathing and facial soaps, while buttermilk or other lowfat milk soap may meet your needs for hand washing.


Whatever you do — experiment. Don’t let anyone else tell you what you like. It’s well worth your time and effort to find out for yourself!
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What Is Milk Soap, Anyway?


What It Is and What Goes Into It



Soap is formed by combining fat with lye. If you add milk while making it, it becomes milk soap. Milk — if you’ll excuse my stretch — here means any dairy product that’s liquid or semiliquid (or dried from one of those into a powder), along with any milky liquid made from plants.
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