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        Soap is a yardstick of civilization.

        —Sigmund Freud

      

      

      I’m not sure I’d go that far. But soapmaking is a very ancient craft—and like many traditions, it’s complex.

      Almost any kind of soap will get you clean. But beyond that, what do we look for? There are so many things to consider—lather, fragrance, color, and effects on the skin, to name just a few.

      Then there’s the whole process of making that soap. Is it easy or tricky? How long does the soap need to age before it’s safe and pleasant to use?

      What additives are beneficial? Which affect the chemistry of the process? How can we get around difficulties?

      How do you turn soapmaking into a business, if that’s what you want?

      This almanac started life as a monthly “magazine” posted on my web site, where I shared projects, experiments, and investigations I took up between writing my first three books on soap and lotion making. There was a lot that never got into the books!

      Along with practical questions, I gave some attention to the social and cultural side of soap—to attitudes and prejudices and myths. I’m fascinated by soap advertising and its claims, and by the history of the daily process of cleaning ourselves, our homes, and our clothing. All of that says a lot about where we’ve been, and maybe something about where we’re going.

      I’m glad now to offer all this in the more enduring form of an almanac—something to keep in your collection of soapmaking references.

      Before we start, though, here are just a few practical notes:

      Most important, this is not a beginning soapmaker’s “how-to” book. It contains many recipes, but they’re mostly just ingredients lists, because I assume you already know how to make soap. If you do need basic directions, please see one or more of my other books—especially Smart Soapmaking and Milk Soapmaking—or any other reputable resource.

      Just as in my earlier books, each recipe makes a 30-ounce batch, unless I say otherwise.

      For most months, you’ll find a section called “What Would I Do?” That’s my corner for preferences, opinions, and editorializing. Just look for this icon:
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            SEA PRODUCTS IN SOAPMAKING—WHY?
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      Though I haven’t found any evidence of traditional use of seaweed in soaps, there are many modern versions. Many of them make claims of exfoliating, melting fat, or feeding the skin—but whether they do or not is debatable. Salt soaps too are described as exfoliating, which is easy to believe.

      Silica (sand) soap was sold as “scouring soap” in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

      The main reasons for making soaps with sea products would probably be esthetics and customer demand.

      There are many “sea” fragrance oils, but I have yet to find one that doesn’t smell like laundry detergent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SALT SOAP

          

        

      

    

    
      I was surprised that this salt soap isn’t gritty or scrubby. It has a smooth texture, and the lather is thick and creamy. However, I found it very drying.

      
        
        
        24 ounces (680 grams) coconut oil

        3 ounces (85 grams) olive oil

        1.5 ounces (43 grams) grapeseed oil

        1.5 ounces (43 grams) refined wheat germ oil

        10.5 ounces (298 grams) water

        4.8 ounces (136 grams) lye

        30 ounces (851 grams) sea salt

      

      

      

      Use non-iodized kosher salt or sea salt. Avoid Dead Sea salt, which contains many other minerals and tends to ooze when used in soap.

      Melt the coconut oil and combine with the liquid fats. Dissolve the lye in the water. Add the lye solution to the combined fats and blend until well emulsified or at light trace. Add the salt and stir it in well by hand. Pour into molds.

      If you use a single block mold, cut as soon as the soap hardens. Made in a block, salt soaps are likely to chip at the bottom of each cut when you slice them. If possible with your soap cutter, cut the block partway through, rotate it 180 degrees, and cut down to meet the first cuts. Or make a very shallow cut, just enough to mark the soap, and rotate the block 90 degrees—that way, you’ll have guide lines for where to do the next cut. Cutting precisely on those lines, cut about a third of the way through. Rotate 90 degrees again, and complete the cut. Since there isn’t a “bottom” to chip out, you should be able to avoid chips. Wear gloves while you’re doing this. Salt soaps harden so quickly, the soap may still be somewhat caustic when it’s time to cut it.
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      Or make it in a tray mold with dividers. If you use this option, line the bottom of the tray mold before pouring the soap in.

      Or make the soap in individual molds. To discourage crumbling at the bottom and corners of the bars, freeze the molds for 15 minutes before removing the soaps.
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        Individually molded soaps made with kosher salt (white), Himalayan pink salt, and black Hawaiian salt. The colors tended to fade over time.

      

      The soaps in the photo above are nice for color samples, but the molds are far too small and irregular in shape to make good soaps. For a fun experiment, I tried suspending them in clear melt-and-pour soap. I enhanced several of the shells with soap paint and suspended them in clear M&P in a round mold. The melted soap base did remove some of the soap paint, but results were attractive.
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            SEAWEED SOAPS
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        Various seaweeds, from an antique encyclopedia

      

      Not everyone likes the smell of seaweed in soap! It’s often described as fishy. Others love it—but start with a very small batch if you want to experiment. Essential oils such as eucalyptus and rosemary are often recommended for use with seaweed.

      Seaweed adds some color to soap, but the color may fade as the soap cures.

      Don’t add large chunks of seaweed to soap. They tend to get slimy in use.

      Here are a few types of seaweed you can use in soapmaking:

      Kelp—Produces a dark green color. Has a strong scent that fades somewhat as the soap cures. The amount you use makes a big difference in how strongly the soap smells. About 1½ teaspoons would be the maximum for one of my 30-ounce recipes. Add at trace.

      Spirulina—Produces a dark green color, and has a lasting scent. The color may fade. For my typical 30-ounce recipe, I’d use about a half teaspoon of spirulina powder. Add at trace.

      Nori—A seaweed wrap used in sushi. It’s crumbled into tiny bits and added to soap at trace, or infused in the oils or the essential oils. Or it may be cooked and added as a puree.
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        Seaweeds, left to right: kelp, spirulina, nori

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            100% COCONUT OIL SOAP
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      Coconut oil soap is supposedly the only kind that will lather in salt water. I mentioned this to a commercial fisherman I know, and he looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “No one would bathe in the sea,” he said. Maybe not. Or maybe, if you’re cruising around the world in a small sailboat, you do? In any event, the soap has fine lather. It’s superfatted at 20%, so it’s not drying.

      
        
        
        30 ounces (851 grams) coconut oil

        9 ounces (255 grams) water

        4.4 ounces (125 grams) lye

      

      

      

      Although it doesn’t trace that quickly, the soap sets and hardens very fast. It’s a good choice for complex 3-D molds, such as the ones I used for the soaps in the photo. These were made without fragrance or other additives, so they’re pure white. (It would be interesting to make them with natural colorants.)

      Some soapmakers also use 100% coconut oil soap for salt bars. If you choose to do this, add 30 ounces of sea salt to the recipe. See the salt soap recipe above for comments about mixing, molds, and slicing.

      Coconut Milk Variation—Substitute frozen coconut milk for the water. Proceed as for milk soap.
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      I was intrigued when a friend told me about sand soap. I decided to try it in the coconut oil recipe because coconut oil soap sets very quickly, which I suspected would be helpful in keeping the sand from all sinking to the bottom.

      Add the sand at trace, and keep stirring until the mixture reaches heavy trace.

      You can also do this with suspending melt and pour soap base.

      I used fine, sanitized sand that’s intended for reptile terrariums. With sand this fine and soft, you get a scrub bar. With a coarser sand, it might be used like a pumice block, for heavy exfoliation on feet or other heavy callouses.

      I wouldn’t just scoop some up from the beach. How much to use depends on how much exfoliation you want—I used 4 tablespoons of sand per pound of oils.
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        Cold process soap made with fine sand

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLASSIC SOAP ADS—SAPOLIO

          

        

      

    

    
      Speaking of scouring soaps, here’s a very funny ad for Sapolio, an early commercial soap of this type.
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            WHAT WOULD I DO?
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      I don’t think I’d use black or pink salt in soap again. The color didn’t seem stable enough in soap. Actually, I don’t think I’d make salt soap at all for my own use—I found it very drying.

      What I do plan to do again is make 100% coconut oil soap. I think I’ll adopt that one for hand soap for my house. Love the lather!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SOAP EQUIPMENT—TIPS AND TRICKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I have contact information in my books, and there are a few questions I get repeatedly. This is just a summary of my answers to frequently asked questions—not a listing of all the things you need. Also, keep in mind that these are my own ideas and preferences. You really need to think about this for your own work, and take or leave anyone else’s ideas according to what you decide is right for you.

      GOGGLES

      Glasses aren’t good enough—however, if you wear glasses, you’ll need goggles that fit over your glasses. Also—and this is really important—you must have either fog-proof goggles, or a cloth or cleaner or some other treatment that keeps the lenses from fogging. Because otherwise, you’re all but blind—and if you have glasses as well as goggles, completely so. Sometimes these non-fogging goggles and treatments can be found in shops that sell motorcycle gear.
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Parson Wilder Calls on Mrs. Puffy.
By Neil Burgess.

T did my soul good,” said
Mrs. Puffy, “ to see Old Parson
Wildercome in, the dear old soul;
he looked as smiling as a basket
of chips, and it was a nice morn-
ing, the sun shining right into
our setting-room; and, as luck
would have it, 1’d just got all
cleaned up and had put on a clean
calico and white apron, and, if I
do say it, I looked as slick as a
whistle; and our garden —well,
you'd oughter to seen it—a mass
) A of posies and blossoms every-
where; and as it had rained in the night, everything was as fresh
as a cowcumber. “ Well, well! * says the parson, ‘thisisa picture
one could never forget,” and he looked at my floor and kitchen-

able; they were both white as snow, and my milk-pans—well, you
could justsee yourface in em, and everything was as neatus a pink.

‘I cut him a pie and got him a pitcher of milk, *cause I could
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se¢ he was powerful hungry, and when he got filled up he com-

menced: ‘ Cleanliness is next to godliness; now,” says he, ‘what

gakc; this home look so bright and pureas thelily 7' Says I. ‘It’s
apolio.”

¢« ¢How?’ says he, putting his hand to his ear, ’cause he’s «
littdle deaf. ¢ Sapolio!’ I yelled in hisear. ¢No,” says he, ‘no;
it s virtoo, moral virtoo, that’s er shining through it all,’ and he
kept that up till supper-time, and stayed and eat a big supper (I'm
afraid they ain’t er feeding the old man as well up to his house as
they oughter); and after ﬁc had gone hum, I couldn’t help think-
ing, as I looked at my floor, table, pans and etceterer, that it may
be moral virtoo shining through ’em, dut it takes Sapolio to fetcle
itont!”

If your grocer does not keep Sapolio, he can order it for
you from any wholesale grocer in the United States.

What is Sapolio ?

Tt is a solid, handsome cake of scouring soap, which has no equal
for all cleaning purposes, except the laundry.

What will Sapolio do? Why, it will clean paint, make oil-cloths
bright. You can scour the knives and forks with it, and make the
tin_things shine brightly.

The wash-basin, lhe{)ath-tub, even the greasy kitchen sink, will
be as clean as a new pin if you use SAPOLIO.

BEWARE OF IMITATIONS.
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