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If you’ve picked up this book, there’s a good possibility that you’re consciously choosing to reduce synthetic ingredients in your life. Handmade soap lathers and cleanses just as well as commercial soap but doesn’t have harsh ingredients, and you can mix and match the ingredients to come up with a soap that is just right for you.


For example, coconut oil is a great cleanser and produces good lather, but used at 100 percent, it can feel drying to some skin. To balance it out, you can combine it with a myriad of other oils that are gentler. Olive oil, for example, is commonly used because skin loves it and it creates a stable, conditioning bar. Avocado oil, sweet almond oil, and rice bran oil contain vitamins and skin-loving fatty acids, and they’re cost effective. Castor oil adds extra bubbles. Shea butter and cocoa butter have wonderful moisturizing properties.


With homemade soaps, you control the additives. Ingredients such as coffee grounds and crushed walnut shells add gentle exfoliating power. Oatmeal can provide soothing relief for itchiness. Infused oils provide extra moisturizing and calming properties for difficult skin. Having a pharmacopoeia of custom-made natural soap ingredients means you can create the best product for your skin, using different formulas as needed. This book contains over 30 fully tested recipes for almost every skin type and occasion.


Another reason to make your own soap is that it’s an environmentally sound practice. In the past few years, an entire population of soapmakers has picked up the hobby and even entered the business of soapmaking because they were concerned about a variety of issues, including the use of phosphates, which are linked to algae bloom in rivers and streams. Many people also wanted to use ingredients that had not been tested on animals and did not threaten natural resources.


Even using all-natural ingredients can have an environmental impact to consider. For instance, more than half of the recipes in this book are made without palm oil for those who are concerned about the link between palm oil production and the declining ecosystem of orangutans. Orangutans have become the poster child for this issue because nearly 90 percent of their habitat has been destroyed by unsustainable logging in Sumatra and Borneo, placing them on the Endangered Species list. This mass deforestation also affects the habitats of Sumatran tigers, sun bears, clouded leopards, and proboscis monkeys.


Making soap with or without palm oil is a personal choice; while it is possible to soap without palm oil, there is often a trade-off for bar hardness and lather. One option is to purchase certified sustainable palm oil to use in your soapmaking (see What Is Sustainable Palm Oil?). Knowing the source of your ingredients allows you to make products exactly the way you want them, and make them in good conscience.


Another consideration is the use of genetically modified organisms (GMO) in producing some oils commonly used in cosmetics. There are many non-GMO options for oils and ingredients. You can find many of them at your local health food store or online. Two oils that are commonly GMO are soybean oil and canola oil. If this is a concern for you, look for the “Non-GMO Project Verified” seal, or a suitable counterpart. Additionally, you can check with your vendor if their products are non-GMO.


Avoiding controversial ingredients is possible if you take time to research your ingredients and ask questions of your vendors. You can make soaps that are good for you and the environment.


But most of all, making beautiful soap is just plain fun! Creating something useful and beautiful out of ordinary ingredients brings a thrill like no other. Being able to say, “I made it” is inspiring and delightful. Making your own soap gives you a way to express yourself that is different from painting or sculpting. Soaping offers unlimited opportunities to be creative with colorful designs and beautiful patterns that appeal to any taste. You can make simple, serviceable bars that are lovely in their purity or opt for more complex patterns that create layers or swirls of color. Or go all out with embedded designs that pop from a pretty background. (See Blueberry Embed Round Bars, or Goat Milk Sunset Burst.)


Even better, soap is a consumable art form: the more you make, the more you can use, give away, or sell. And once it’s used up, you can make more. It is a never-ending creative cycle.


Note: The best way to read this book is to review the science parts of the book before diving into soapmaking. If you’re just starting out, be sure to read Step-by-Step Cold-Process Soapmaking. Oatmeal Soap for Babies and 100% Castile-Brine Stamped Cube are good recipes for beginners to practice with before tackling more intricate designs and techniques.


Happy Soaping!
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P.S. If you’d like to continue your soapmaking journey, be sure to check out my first book, Soap Crafting, or my blog, SoapQueen.com.





Chapter 1




The Soapmaking Process
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Knowing how soap is made and the science behind it will help you be alert to pitfalls, troubleshoot problems, develop your own recipes, and keep yourself safe during the process. This book primarily focuses on cold-process soapmaking. The term “cold-process” refers to the fact that you don’t need to use an outside heat source, such as a stove, during the mixing stage of making soap, although heat is produced during the process. This is because lye mixed with water undergoes an exothermic reaction that can produce temperatures up to 200°F (93°C).




The Science of Soapmaking


The formula for making soap can be written like this:


Triglycerides (fatty acids) + Sodium hydroxide
= Soap + Glycerin


In plain English, oils react with lye to create a solid mass. Oils are made of triglycerides, three fatty acid chains connected with a glycerin molecule. Linoleic acid triglycerides (an essential fatty acid commonly found in soapmaking oils) interact with sodium hydroxide (lye) in a process called saponifi­cation. The result of saponification is soap with a small amount of glycerin mixed in.


Sodium hydroxide is typically sold as a powder or flakes. It requires a carrier agent to dissolve it so it can mix with oil. Soapmakers typically dissolve their lye in water, but other liquids may be used.


When lye is added to water, an exothermic (heat-producing) reaction occurs. When substituting other liquids for water, the reaction is often hotter, causing other reactions. For example, lye causes the proteins and sugar in milk to scald, turn yellow, smell badly, and congeal into a thick soup, all of which is normal. Each recipe in this book discusses what to watch out for when soaping with alternative liquids and how to control or minimize problems.


Different oils require different amounts of lye to turn them into soap. The amount of lye needed to turn a specific amount of oil into soap is called the saponification (SAP) value (see What Is the SAP Value?). Oils are composed of strings of short- and long-chain fatty acids. Palm oil, for example, contains five main fatty acids while coconut oil has eleven, and olive oil has six.


Those fatty acids have different properties that dictate the amount of lye necessary to turn the oil into soap. For example, palm oil is made of over 40 percent palmitic acid, a saturated fatty acid that makes palm oil solid at room temperature. Olive oil, however, contains up to 83 percent oleic acid, which is liquid at room temperature. Palm oil acts radically different than olive oil when mixed with sodium hydroxide, and the two oils require different amounts of lye to turn them into soap.


Fatty acids are also what give the final soap its different characteristics. For example, coconut oil promotes lather, while avocado oil is typically used to add nourishing characteristics to soap. Meadowfoam oil and mango butter both contribute conditioning and moisturizing properties, but the fatty acids in meadowfoam oil produce creamy bubbles while mango butter does not provide much lather.


The recipes in this book have all been carefully formulated to ensure a properly balanced bar of soap. If you are just starting out, it is best to follow all of the recipes exactly to get a feel for the process and what a good bar feels like. See chapter 7 to learn more about formulating your own recipes.




Balancing Oil and Lye


Soap works by laying down a slick of soapy lather that attaches to dirt. Both the lather and the dirt are rinsed away by water, but this process can also strip the skin of its natural oils and moisture. Extra oil in the soap can help to replenish the skin’s natural oil barrier, making it feel moisturized.


This is why many soapers choose to leave a percentage of extra oil in their soap, a practice called “superfatting” or “lye discounting.” A recipe that calls for the exact amount of lye necessary to convert all the oil into soap is said to have a zero percent lye discount or to be zero percent superfat. A bar that is zero percent superfat — meaning it has no excess oil after saponification — will be a stable, hard bar of soap, but it is likely to be somewhat less gentle to skin.


The downside of incorporating extra oils is that they can weigh down lather, decrease shelf life, and make a softer bar of soap that does not last as long in the shower. Superfatting is a personal preference. Most soapers choose to keep their superfat, or lye discount, to 10 percent or under. This book uses superfats between two and seven percent.




How Much Water to Use?


In addition to calculating the amount of each oil used in a given recipe, you also need to know how much water (or other liquid, depending on the recipe) is needed. The water acts as a carrier for the lye by forming ions that react with the oils. You need to use enough water to fully dissolve the lye, but not so much that it creates a sloppy bar of soap. Most calculators call for a range of water amounts, typically between 33 and 39 percent of the total amount of oil.


Using the maximum amount of water generally gives the best results. Using less water than the recipe calls for is called “water discounting.” Soapers water-discount when they want to hasten the drying and curing time but still produce a hard bar of soap. If you use less water than the recipe calls for, your soap may reach trace more quickly than if the full water amount is used. If your soap becomes too thick too quickly, you will not have time to create elaborate designs. Water discounting is an advanced technique (see What Is a Water Discount?), best left until you have extensive experience soaping.




The Curing Process


Kevin Dunn, professor of chemistry and author of Caveman Chemistry, has determined that the bulk of the saponification reaction is finished in the first 24 hours. This does not mean, however, that you should use your soap within the first day.


Once soap has been unmolded and/or cut into bars, it must be set aside to cure and dry for four to six weeks in a well-ventilated area, turning bars every few days so that they dry evenly. This means if you make soap on January 1, your soap will not be ready to use, give away, or sell until January 29 at the earliest. During this period, the soap becomes more mild as the last traces of lye saponify and the bars lose weight as moisture evaporates, increasing hardness. This is important because a harder bar lasts longer in the shower.


The full cure time also helps to ensure that the lather of the bar is stable and long-lasting. Freshly made soap produces small, weak bubbles. Finally, if you are selling your soap, curing bars for the full time period is important to ensure that the final weight of the bar is correct and matches the label.
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After the soap is unmolded and cut, it needs to cure for several weeks.








Some Common Soapmaking Terminology


Acceleration. When the soap thickens quickly as the oils and lye-water are mixed. Often caused by components of fragrance and essential oils, it sometimes happens so fast the soap seizes up and is difficult to get out of the mixing bowl and into the container.


Alkali. A strong base is required to saponify fixed oils. Sodium hydroxide (lye) dissolved in water is the alkali used to make bar soap. Potassium hydroxide makes liquid soap.


Cold-process. A soapmaking method that uses the heat created by the chemical reaction from mixing fixed oils, such as palm or olive, with lye.


Cure time/curing. Most soaps should cure for four to six weeks after unmolding before being used. Curing allows water to evaporate, contributing to bar hardness and longevity, and often a milder final product.


Fixed oils. Nonvolatile plant or animal oils comprising triglycerides and fatty acids. At room temperature they can be liquid or solid.


Gel phase. An optional phase in cold-process soapmaking where extra heat is produced to increase color vividness or bar hardness. Some fragrances and essential oils can cause gel phase without extra effort.


Hot-process. A method that, like cold-process, mixes oils and lye but also involves an external heat source. Hot-process soaping often utilizes crock pots or ovens as heat sources and the soap is fully neutralized once it has hardened. Liquid soap is also made this way.


Lye discount or superfatting. A reduction in the amount of lye called for in order to leave unsaponified oils in bar soap to provide extra moisturizing properties. The standard range of superfatting is between 2 and 10 percent.


SAP (saponification) value. The amount of alkali needed to saponify a quantity of fixed oil. Each oil has a unique number, usually the average of a range.


Saponification. The chemical reaction between triglycerides in fixed oils and an alkali solution. The alkali solution breaks the triglyceride into fatty acid salts — what we call soap — and glycerin.


Soda ash. A white, powdery film of sodium carbonate that can form on soap when the lye and water react with carbon dioxide in the air, instead of the fixed oils in the soap. It is easily wiped off or rinsed away.


Ricing. Caused by the addition of fragrance or essential oils that are not compatible with the soapmaking process. Sometimes accompanied by acceleration, ricing is different in that it creates small individual clumps of soap that look like rice granules. In cured soap, it can leave pock marks and oil pockets.


Trace. The consistency of soap batter that signals emulsification of ingredients. It is identified by gently “tracing” a drizzle of batter on the surface; if the drizzle remains visible, the soap is said to be “at trace.” Trace can range from thin (melted milkshake) to thick (pudding). Typically, colors and scents are added once trace is achieved.


Water discount. A reduction in the amount of water called for in a recipe in order to shorten the curing time and prevent soda ash. Typical water discounts are between 5 and 15 percent of the total. Reducing the water amount can accelerate the recipe.







Soaping Safety Guidelines


It takes a powerful alkaline agent to turn oils into soap. For bar soap, this agent is sodium hydroxide, a common chemical that is found in any number of other applications, from cleaning drains to making face creams (even making pretzels, which are boiled in lye-water before baking!). Lye has an extremely high pH of 14.0. By comparison, lemon juice has a pH of around 2.0 and human skin has a pH of 5.0 to 6.0.


Lye is caustic! It will burn skin, stain clothing, take the finish off wood, and damage many other surfaces. It can cause blindness and may be fatal if swallowed. Serious safety precautions must be taken when working with it, especially when it is dissolved in water.


A splash of lye-water will eventually eat through clothing and into your skin, leaving red marks and open sores. If you do spill lye-water on yourself, immediately remove contaminated clothing, including shoes, and wash your skin under cold running water for at least 15 minutes. (See Emergency Response below.)


Many soapers keep vinegar on hand, believing it neutralizes lye burns. There is some controversy in the soapmaking community about washing lye burns with vinegar rather than water. Adding vinegar (an acid) to lye (a base) creates a chemical reaction that releases more heat. Additionally, the act of putting vinegar on a lye burn hurts. Just use water.


Although vinegar should not be used to treat lye burns on skin, it can be used as precaution during the cleanup process. A quick wipe of your workspace with a vinegar-soaked rag can neutralize any lye dust that may have gotten on the surface.




Working with Lye


When working with sodium hydroxide, it is very important to follow these safety guidelines.




	
1. Always use safety goggles that completely cover your eyes. Glasses do not offer adequate protection — goggles are a necessity. Some soapers wear a full-face shield.


	
2. Wear chemical-resistant gloves (see more on protective wear). Best practice is to wear long sleeves, pants, and closed-toe shoes.


	
3. Mix the lye-water solution in a room with adequate ventilation. Add the lye slowly and carefully and stir gently. Do not breathe in the fumes. Some soapers use an air-filter mask.


	
4. Cover your workstation with cardboard or several layers of newspaper. Whenever possible, mix lye-water over a sink to contain spills and prevent accidents.


	
5. Mix your lye solution in a heat-safe container that is quite a bit larger than the amount of liquid you are mixing. When lye is mixed with water, it produces a heat reaction that goes up to 200°F (93°C). Other liquids (especially those containing sugars) can create an even warmer reaction.






	
6. Always add the lye to the water, not the other way around. Adding water to lye can create a caustic volcano that could foam out of the container.
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Mixing your lye solution







Other Safety Precautions


Never soap with small children or pets in the room. Make sure they are adequately supervised so that you can give your full attention to your soapmaking process. It takes only seconds for a painful or debilitating accident to occur.


Avoid letting your soapmaking ingredients come into contact with aluminum, including containers, mixing utensils, and molds. It will ruin your soap and, worse, produce highly flammable hydrogen gas as a by-product.


Soap utensils are for soap. Food utensils are for food. Do not interchange soapmaking tools and food tools.




Emergency Response


Skin. If you splash lye, lye-water, or fresh soap batter on any part of your body, immediately rinse the area with copious amounts of cold water. Then rinse some more, using fully cured soap to wash away the chemical residue. If you spill a large quantity on yourself, strip off your clothing at once and jump into a cold shower for 20 minutes, again using soap to clean off the lye. If your skin is red or painful after that, go to the emergency room.


Eyes. Immediately flush with cold, running water for at least 20 minutes. Seek medical attention promptly.


Throat. If you somehow swallow lye in any form, rinse your mouth thoroughly and then drink one or two large glasses of water. Do not induce vomiting. Seek immediate medical attention or call the American Association of Poison Control Centers at 800-222-1222.







What Is the SAP Value?


Saponification (SAP) values are expressed as the milligrams of potassium hydroxide (a slightly different version of lye used for liquid soapmaking) needed to saponify 1 gram of oil. Since exact fatty acid and triglyceride content of oils can vary from crop to crop, a range of SAP values is most often given. Since sodium hydroxide is used instead of potassium hydroxide to make bar soap, the original SAP value has to be converted for use in bar recipes.


Divide the potassium hydroxide SAP value of each oil in a given recipe by 1,402.5 to get the sodium hydroxide SAP value. Then add those SAP values to determine the total amount of lye needed.


The calculation looks like this:


Potassium hydroxide SAP value ÷ 1,402.5 = Sodium hydroxide SAP value


Typically either the average value in the SAP range or the lowest value is used; this example uses the low value. Here is a very simple soap that uses 1 ounce of each oil:


Coconut oil 250 ÷ 1,402.5 = 0.178


Palm oil 202 ÷ 1,402.5 = 0.144


Olive oil 188 ÷ 1,402.5 = 0.134


0.178 + 0.144 + 0.134 = 0.456 ounces of lye


Fortunately, you don’t have to all this math by hand, as easy-to-use lye calculators are readily available online. See Using a Lye Calculator, below.




Using a Lye Calculator


The good news is that you never have to do soapmaking math by hand if you don’t want to. There are a number of free lye calculators on the Internet that will calculate all your recipes with the click of a few buttons. Though they vary a bit in process, in general you enter the amounts of the oils you want to use, choose your preferred superfatting level, and click “Calculate” to get the correct amounts of water and lye needed for that recipe.




 Some popular lye calculators are found at: 
www.brambleberry.com, www.the-sage.com, and www.summerbeemeadow.com. Many of these calculators allow you to resize recipes as well as formulate your recipes by percentages. There are also lye calculators available for smart phones.




Caution: Some lye calculators offer the option to create liquid soap recipes. Make sure that you are calculating for bar soap. Liquid soap uses a d making ifferent form of lye (potassium hydroxide or KOH) and calls for different lye amounts. If you accidentally make bar soap using a liquid soap recipe, your soap will be lye heavy, it extremely drying for skin or even dangerous to use.










Chapter 2




Choosing Equipment & Molds
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It takes only a few basic tools to make a batch of soap. As you progress in your soapmaking journey, you can acquire additional tools that will make the process easier and allow you to create more elaborate designs. To start out, however, you need just a few things that can be found in a kitchen store or a thrift store.


When looking for equipment, think about long-term durability and safety. For example, wooden tools are not a good choice because they degrade over time and eventually can splinter in the soap. Choose heat-resistant glass bowls that are tempered to withstand repeated heating and exposure to lye.





Starting Out


The basic equipment for soapmaking can be found in any kitchen, but it’s not a good idea to use your cookware to make soap. Buy a separate set of utensils and store them where they cannot be mistakenly used for food preparation.


You’ll also need a large supply of newspaper or flattened cardboard to protect your entire work surface. If you don’t have a dedicated soaping space, you can put a layer of heavy plastic under the papers to further protect your countertops.


Protective wear. Lye-water and raw soap can burn and irritate skin and damage eyes. Protecting your eyes from start to finish is essential. Use goggles with a protective lip that fully covers your eyes (including your glasses, if you wear them) or use a full-face shield and air filter. This equipment can be found at a local hardware store. Wear gloves: the best type are disposable medical gloves (latex or nitrile), although you can use rubber dishwashing gloves. The tighter the fit, the less chance of clumsy mistakes.


A scale. Most ingredients in soapmaking, including liquids and oils, are measured by weight, not volume. Weight is more precise than volume, and in the science of soapmaking, precision matters. An inexpensive digital scale is easy and accurate, but a manual model works fine also. Choose a scale that can weigh heavy enough amounts for soaping. For example, don’t get a scale that can’t weigh amounts over 16 ounces if you plan on making large batches of soap.


Measuring cups and spoons. In addition to using them to measure ingredients, the cups are handy for coloring small portions of soap batter and for use as a design tool. A standard set of measuring cups works fine, but ones with pouring spouts are preferable. The longer the spout, the easier it is to do more elaborate designs. Measuring spoons are useful for ensuring precision with dry additives, such as exfoliants, colorants, and clays.


Choose ones made of heat- and chemical-resistant material, never aluminum. Typically, fragrance and essential oils are weighed in glass containers. Some plastic containers can erode and degrade if used for pure essential or fragrance oils.






No Aluminum


This can’t be stressed enough: Never use anything made of or containing aluminum to make soap. Aluminum reacts with sodium hydroxide to form hydrogen, a poisonous and explosive gas. At the very least, it will ruin your soap, and it could cause a serious accident.







Lye-water container. A heat-resistant measuring bowl (glass or plastic) with a handle and spout is critical for mixing water and lye and adding it to the oils. It’s useful to have both a 2-quart and a 4-quart version; buy the larger one if you want to start with just one. It’s important to allow plenty of headspace when mixing lye-water.


Thermometer. Monitoring the temperature of your ingredients is important. You want to be sure that delicate ingredients do not get scorched, to prevent soap volcanoes, and to ensure even emulsification and saponification. You can use a candy thermometer or a digital thermometer.


Heat-resistant bowls. You can use plastic, stainless steel, or glass bowls for mixing lye-water and soap batter, as long as they are heat- and chemical-resistant. Choose two or three bowls large enough to fit different-size soap batches with plenty of extra room — filling a bowl to the top, especially when mixing lye-water, invites spills that can burn you or ruin your countertops. Ideally, you should have 1-, 2-, and 3-quart capacity bowls on hand. Additionally, easy-pour containers with handles and long pouring spouts make it much easier to transfer the batter to the mold and perform delicate swirling techniques.


Spoons, whisks, and spatulas. You need at least one long-handled spoon for mixing batter and for creating designs. Whisks in a couple of different sizes are essential for mixing in fragrance oils and additives. They are also useful for maintaining the appropriate trace as you work. Spatulas are used to scrape the last of the soap batter out of mixing bowls and create intricate soap designs. Stainless steel is the ideal material for mixing utensils; silicone or heavy-duty rubber is acceptable. Over time, wood will degrade and splinter off into your soap.


Stick blender. Also known as an immersion blender, this is a soapmaker’s best friend. It reduces the tracing process from a 30- to 90-minute process to just a few minutes or even seconds, depending on your recipe. When choosing a stick blender, look for a model that will not whip much air into the soap. (I recommend those made by Cuisinart.) Buy one with a stainless steel shaft; a plastic shaft will eventually weaken and break. If the shaft detaches from the electrical unit, it is easier to clean.






Knife for cutting bars. You can purchase a specially designed wire soap-cutter, but a sharp, non-serrated knife works just fine. A serrated knife will leave drag marks along the edges of your bars.


Small glass bowls. You can never have too many small glass bowls to hold measured amounts of additives, fragrance oils, essential oils, and colorants. Many ingredients, such as essential oils, are corrosive enough to damage plastic.




Use Separate Soapmaking Tools


Technically, you could use equipment from your own kitchen to make soap, which, after all, is what is used to clean kitchenware, but it’s worth repeating that this is not a good idea. Invest in a separate set of bowls, measuring cups, and other utensils and store them away from all equipment used for preparing food.


Unsaponified soap could get into crevices, and fragrances do leach into glass and plastic. Also, preparing food and soap using the same tools will not allow you to properly follow Good Manufacturing Practices set by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).
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Other Useful Equipment


The following items aren’t critical for making soap, but having them makes the process easier and more convenient. Some of these tools are necessary for making particular patterns or delicate designs.






Isopropyl rubbing alcohol. Spraying 99% pure rubbing alcohol on your soap before it cures in the molds is optional, but it helps to prevent a layer of soda ash from forming on the surface of the bars.


Skewers or chopsticks. These are used for making delicate swirls and designs in your soap. Wooden ones are fine in this case, as long as you wipe it off immediately after using to avoid degrading the wood. If cleaned quickly, skewers and chopsticks can last a long time.


Funnel. A funnel of any size is helpful for filling squirt bottles and is necessary for making complex designs such as the White Tea Faux Funnel Pour.


Plastic squirt bottles. Plastic condiment bottles are used for creating swirly, multilayered designs in soap. They help with accurate, even distribution of colors. You can also use them to store diluted lab colors. If you are using recycled containers, wash them thoroughly with soap and rinse with hot water before using for soapmaking.


Eyedropper or small pipette. This is handy for precisely measuring fragrance and essential oils and for manipulating tiny amounts of soap batter to make designs.
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Double boiler. It is faster to infuse herbs and colorants using heat, and a double boiler allows you to evenly heat a larger amount of oil.


Mini mixer. You can use the back of a spoon to mash powdered colorants into oil or water, but a mini mixer — often sold as a latte or milk frother — is handy for evenly and speedily mixing colorants and clays.


Fine-mesh strainer. A small strainer is useful for sprinkling pigments in layers to create designs.


Spice/coffee grinder. A spice or coffee grinder is useful for pulverizing additives, including colors, to reduce clumping and make them easier to blend. A mortar and pestle also works.


Mesh tea ball. A mesh tea ball is useful for straining unmixed clumps of colorants out of oils before soaping; for putting lines of colorant between layers; and for adding mica or herb toppings.


Soap beveller. This specialty tool creates clean 45-degree angles on your soap edges, giving them a professional appearance. You can use a vegetable peeler for close to the same effect.


Cheese grater. A cheese grater is useful in shredding blocks of old soap to make rebatch soap or add confetti soap design elements.
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Selecting Different Molds


There are many options when thinking about molds for soapmaking. You can make your own from shoeboxes lined with freezer paper or reuse dairy-product containers and beverage cartons. You can utilize common kitchen containers (think Tupperware). Or you can buy wooden, plastic, or silicone molds made specifically for soap.




DIY Molds


As you get into soapmaking, you will start noticing many things around your house that appear to be fantastic options for soap molds. Yogurt and tofu containers, waxed-cardboard milk and juice cartons, the round tubes that potato chips and other snacks are sold in, and plastic food-storage containers (the kind that always seem to be missing their lids) — these all make excellent molds for soaps. Most of them can only be used once, though you can get more use out of sturdier plastic ones or by lining the molds with freezer paper.


Whatever you use needs to have some “give” to it, in order to release the soap after it has set. Metal and glass are not good materials for molds — the soap will stick and be nearly impossible to get out. Anything made of cardboard or wood must be lined with freezer paper. If you do want to use a particular metal mold, never use one made of aluminum, even if you are lining it.


Use only containers that held food or nontoxic materials. Before using a temporary soap mold, clean it thoroughly with soap and hot water.




Standard Molds


There are many sizes and shapes of soap molds on the market, and they come in a variety of materials. The two most common shapes are vertical (tall and skinny) and horizontal (wide and flat). They create different bar shapes and offer different design options. Molds can be made of silicone, plastic, or wood. Raw wooden molds must be lined with either freezer paper or a silicone liner. Waxed paper will flake into your soap.


Loaf (or log) molds are typically used for impressive swirling, layering, and landscape designs. Loaf molds (wooden or silicone) come in all sizes, up to 95 pounds. When choosing a wooden mold, look for things that will help with unmolding, such as sides that flip down, or bottoms that slide out, or silicone inserts that fit in the mold. You can purchase specialty loaf molds made out of high-density plastic that do not require lining. They have their own set of challenges: they’re often more expensive than wooden molds, soap can stick to the plastic, and depending on the material, they can expand and contract with heat. Many soap molds come with cutters that allow you to cut bars of even sizes.


A multi-pour sectioning tool is called for in some recipes that use this type of mold; it allows you to customize the look of your bars and create certain designs. It differs from standard dividers used in slab molds in that it is removed before the bars set up.


Horizontal, slab, or “divider molds” provide a wider canvas for designs such as Lemon Linear Swirls. Most horizontal molds come with optional dividers to form uniform bars that are easily unmolded. Horizontal molds are typically made from wood and need to be lined, though some are available in plastic. Dividers are typically made from a high density, heat-safe plastic.


Silicone molds — the kind commonly used for baking — are available in all shapes and sizes and work great for soap. They are less expensive than wooden molds, require no lining, and make unmolding easier, although it can be tricky to release soap as the soft sides make it possible to dent the bars. Choosing a recipe that is harder or using a soap-hardening agent such as salt or sodium lactate will help the unmolding process.


One downside is that silicone can produce pock marks in the final product if the soap overheats. To prevent this, keep your temperatures low (below 120°F [49°C]) when using silicone molds. Pock marks are solely aesthetic and do not affect the final feel or performance of the soap.
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Specialty Molds


Specialty soap molds let you produce shapes you cannot achieve with other types of molds (say, a flying pig or a Celtic knot), so they are often worth the extra time and effort it takes to use them. Because they are made of heavy-duty plastic (HDPE or PVC), these molds have little flexibility, so unmolding them can be challenging.


They are best used with recipes for hard soap, or you can add sodium lactate to your lye-water to make the final bars easier to unmold. Another option is to lubricate the inside of the mold liberally with cyclomethicone (a liquid silicone) or a non-saponifying oil such as mineral oil. Cotton swabs can be handy for this process.


Candy molds or craft store quality molds that are made of thinner, less sturdy plastic can easily break during the soapmaking process. You can use them but if you do, choose a recipe that is extremely hard and be prepared to let the soap sit in the mold for a few extra days.


Some soap molds are designed specifically for creating embeds to put into larger batches of soap for interesting texture and patterns. Embeds need to be made ahead of the main batch, so those recipes take extra planning and time.
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The Cleanup Process


Cleaning up after making soap is like cleaning any very oily pot or pan. It takes hot water and strong detergent, plus some elbow grease. Wear gloves while cleaning. Remember: The soap is still caustic and can burn you. Do not put soapy or oily soapmaking dishes in the dishwasher.


While it’s tempting to use handmade soap for washing oily equipment, it takes a commercial detergent to cut down on major oil slicks in your plumbing. (Dawn is my favorite brand for this. There’s a reason rescuers use it to clean off birds and other animals after oil-spill disasters.) Isopropyl rubbing alcohol is handy to have around — it cuts through grease when cleaning spills and wiping out soapmaking containers. Distilled vinegar can also be used to break up oil and wipe down the work surface once you are finished soaping.




	
1. Use a spatula to scrape any remaining batter out of the bowl into a soap mold. Wearing gloves, wipe leftover raw soap from bowls and utensils with paper towels; dispose of the towels in the garbage. Eliminating soap batter before washing utensils in the sink reduces the amount of oil and lye going down your pipes. Wiping up extra soap batter is especially important if your pipes are old, or you have a septic tank. While it is uncommon for soap batter oils to accumulate on pipes, it is possible.


	
2. Once excess soap has been removed, pile all containers, bowls, and utensils in an empty sink. Fill the sink with very hot water and a strong, grease-cutting detergent and let everything soak for a while. Start by washing the utensils with more detergent and a sponge reserved for soapmaking equipment.


	
3. To clean the stick blender, submerge the blades into a bowl filled with hot soapy water, and turn it on low speed for a few minutes to remove the soap inside the blender head. Rinse thoroughly with clean hot water. Caution: Never touch the blades of the stick blender to clean it without unplugging it.


	
4. Scrub the bowls and containers. Rinse thoroughly to ensure all soap is removed. Once finished, scrub the sink completely with commerical detergent and rinse with plenty of hot water.










Chapter 3




Step-by-Step Cold-Process Soapmaking
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If you have never made cold-process soap before, this is the perfect basic recipe to start with. It contains the three common soapmaking oils, and will make two pounds of soap or about eight beautiful, hard bars, depending on the type of molds you use. You can repurpose clean, dry plastic containers such as tofu or yogurt tubs — gather enough of them to hold 32 ounces of soap batter. If you use a larger container, you’ll cut the final block into bars.


Before you begin, read the preceding chapters, collect your equipment, and set up a safe workstation. For a list of standard soaping equipment, see Starting Out.




Lye-Water Amounts




	
3.0 ounces lye (sodium hydroxide)


	
7.2 ounces distilled water


	
2 teaspoons sodium lactate (optional)







Oil Amounts




	
5 ounces palm oil (23%)


	
5 ounces coconut oil (23%)


	
12 ounces olive oil pure (54%)







Colorant Amount




	
1⁄2 teaspoon yellow oxide dispersed into 1⁄2 tablespoon olive oil pure







Essential Oil Amount




	
1 ounce lemongrass essential oil







1. Measure the Lye-Water


Wearing gloves and goggles and working in a well-ventilated environment, weigh out the water in a heatproof container. Weigh out the lye flakes in a separate chemical-resistant container. Digital scales have a tare button, which tells the scale not to include a weight it is already measuring, such as the empty bowl. The easiest way to measure out ingredients is to use the tare button. To weigh multiple ingredients in the same container, use the tare button after the empty container is placed on the scale and again after each ingredient is added.
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