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Handmade soaps can be beautiful to look at, as well as beneficial to the skin
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Introduction


Welcome to the world of soap making! If you have never made soap before, you are in for a real treat and I’m certain it won’t take long before your soap making becomes a passion and addiction, even an obsession.


How to Make Your Own Soap covers a range of different soap types. I have included hard bars of soap and liquid soaps, bars crafted from pre-made bases and bars made from scratch, including making your own melt-and-pour base. The book also covers making liquid and cream soap using lye, as well as making liquid soap from surfactants.


It won’t take long for you to discover that the biggest section in the book is the one on making hard bars of ‘lye’ soap, since it is here that you can experiment beyond your wildest imagination once you get the hang of making the soap. There are so many different ingredients that you can include in your soap, some of them quite surprising.


We have experience of soaps that include rain water, sea water, champagne, double cream, cow dung, rendered fat from road kill, stinging nettles, silk fibres, Halloween carved pumpkin leftovers, and even (forgive me here) excess fat from liposuction.


This book covers techniques and methods to make an assortment of soaps and guides you through how to create your own versions of both hard bar and liquid soaps. I’ve tried to keep the recipe sizes small so that you don’t start building too much of a soap mountain, but I’m certain you’ll have plenty of friends and family willing to take excess soap off your hands. All the recipes can be doubled and multiplied upwards when you’re ready to make in large quantities as the demand for your soap grows.


No matter what style of soap you are making, you will be dealing with hot liquids and possibly caustic ingredients too. Do take heed when handling these and make sure you follow all the safety precautions outlined in this book and on the ingredient packaging.


Enjoy your soap making adventure, have fun experimenting with the huge choice of ingredients available and relish how very, very lovely your soaps and skin feel when bathing.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Making traditional bars of soap


Traditional soap is generally considered to be ‘proper’ soap. Rather than being created from a ready-made soap base, such as the melt-and-pour glycerine soap base, this type of soap is made from scratch using sodium hydroxide (also known as caustic soda), water and fats.


Traditional soap is made by combining a sodium hydroxide and water solution (also known as lye) with fats (natural oils, butters and waxes). The combination of three basic ingredients – water, sodium hydroxide and fat – causes a chemical process called saponification, which results in the creation of hard bars of nourishing, lather-rich, moisturising soap.


There is no lye left in the final soap provided it has been made correctly.
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Beautiful handmade soaps



Equipment needed to make traditional soap


Soap making uses similar equipment to cooking and whilst you may want to use your everyday saucepans and utensils, I strongly advise buying a set that you keep exclusively for soap making.


You can make soap on any type of hob – gas, electric, induction or aga – in a stainless steel saucepan.


The equipment you will need includes:


Saucepan


If you plan to make soap on the hob then you will need a heatproof container, such as a saucepan. The saucepan must be made of stainless steel to avoid any unwanted reaction with the lye.


Spoons


You will need a collection of stainless steel teaspoons, dessert spoons and serving spoons for stirring and dispensing ingredients.
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Basic equipment needed for making soap


Spatula


Use a long handled spatula for scraping any soap residue from the sides of the pan and jugs. Silicone spatulas are particularly flexible and can withstand the heat of the soap mixture.


Jugs and bowls


You will need a heatproof jug or bowl in which to mix and rest your lye solution. Whilst these can be made of thick plastic, they will deteriorate after many months of soap making so heatproof glass is better.


Digital scales


A set of digital scales is essential for accurate measuring of your ingredients. Never guess the weight as the recipe can go wrong and the soap can be potentially dangerous if the measurements are not precise.


A handheld stick blender


This is such a useful piece of equipment – every soap maker should have one in his or her toolbox! Whilst it is possible to make soap without a handheld stick blender, it will save hours of stirring if you use one.


Moulds (with or without mould liner and something to fix the liner in place)


Once your soap is ready it will need to be poured into your chosen moulds. Some moulds may require lining to make it easier to remove the finished soap, in which case you may need pegs or tape to hold the liner in place.


Old towels and blankets


If you are using the cold-process method, your soap will need to be insulated during the first 24 hours. To do so effectively, cover your soap with layers of blankets or towels.


Protective clothing


Although you don’t need full overalls, at the very least you will need safety glasses, protective gloves and an apron. These will protect your skin, eyes and clothing from any unwanted caustic splashes.


Kitchen paper towels, cloths and hot water


Soap making can be very messy! Keep a roll of kitchen paper towels or cloths to hand to wipe up any spillages.


Sundry equipment


Depending on the method you choose to make your soap, you may also need a slow cooker (also known as a crock-pot) or an ovenproof container with lid.



SUITABLE MOULDS FOR SOAP MAKING


Since traditional soap is made in bars, you will need a mould in which to set your soap. This may be a large mould, in which case your soap will need to be cut into smaller bars, or you may wish to pour your soap into individual moulds.


Whether you wish to use a purpose-made soap mould or a household item that doubles up as a soap mould, there are many, many shapes and sizes to choose from.


USING A PURPOSE-MADE SOAP MOULD


Many soap making ingredient suppliers will have a range of soap moulds available. Before you spend your money, think about what size and shape of soap bar you wish to make and whether you want to do any specialist colouring techniques. Some moulds and shapes are far more suitable than others depending on what you are trying to achieve.


Loaf or log moulds


A loaf mould produces a long block of soap, which can then be cut into individual soap bar sized slices.


Tray or slab moulds (with or without inserts)


A tray mould is similar to a loaf mould in that it produces a large slab of soap.


Individual bar moulds – shaped or plain


Individual moulds, or trays of individual moulds, are especially useful if you want to have shaped soap.


The moulds come in a wide variety of shapes – from flowers, food, animals, cherubs and letters of the alphabet to moulds with embossed messages, which then appear embedded in or on your soap bars.
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Wooden, log-style soap mould with a silicone liner
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An assortment of soap moulds


USING HOUSEHOLD ITEMS AS SOAP MOULDS


It is at this point that I must apologise to you because from this moment on, you will always be on the lookout for everyday items that can double up as soap moulds. The shop assistants in my local supermarket have learnt to ignore me when I squeal with delight on finding an empty double cream carton holder on the dairy shelves to use in my soap making and my friends never even question now when I ask to keep a box or carton that they are about to throw away or recycle.


Forgive yourself the mould-searching obsession and just focus on the money you will be saving!


Juice or milk cartons


Rinse juice and milk cartons to remove traces of liquid. The top of the carton needs to be cut away to make it easier to pour in the soap mixture.


Mushroom cartons


I know it’s more environmentally friendly to pack your mushrooms in paper bags but some supermarkets sell their very large mushrooms (suitable for stuffing) in long, plastic cartons. When washed, these make the most perfect log mould.


Shoe boxes


A shoe box is an ideal mould for a slab of soap. Please make sure you line it first with a waterproof lining such as clingflm to prevent the soap mixture from seeping into the cardboard.


Plastic ice cream tubs or lunch boxes


Any form of plastic box will double up as a soap mould. I was delighted when my children grew out of their school lunch boxes as I could then use these as soap moulds.


Cupcake or muffin cases


Paper cupcake and muffin cases are ideal for holding individual soaps. You may need to place these in a cupcake baking tin to support the sides of the cases.


Drainpipe


What better way of making a round soap than using a drainpipe? Any local DIY store will sell drainpipes and they may well cut them into shorter, more manageable lengths for you.


Whatever item you decide to use as a mould, always pour one test soap before pouring a whole batch – just in case the mould leaks, reacts badly to the hot soap mixture, or generally behaves in a way that you weren’t expecting.


LINING YOUR SOAP MOULDS


Persuading your soap to pop out of the mould is a task in itself. The only moulds that I can guarantee the soaps will be easy to get out of are the silicone moulds. Lining your mould will make it much easier to remove the soap but, depending on the type of mould liner you use, it may not produce soap with super-smooth sides.


Moulds can be lined with parchment paper, greaseproof (baking) paper, freezer paper, waxed paper, cling film (also known as saran or plastic wrap) or polythene. If using parchment, greaseproof, freezer or waxed paper, line your mould as you would line a cake tin, holding the paper in place with a little masking tape. When using cling film or polythene, cut the lining material so that it overhangs the mould. Secure the lining in place with masking tape or by using pegs. You may be wondering if you can grease your mould in a similar way to greasing a bread tin. Alas, whilst this may work well for bread or pies, it won’t do the same for soaps since the oily ingredient used to grease the mould is treated in the same way as the oil in your soap mixture and will be converted into soap. We have also tried to line our moulds with a liquid silicone such as cyclomethicone but have had no success here either.


REMOVING SOAP FROM THE MOULDS


If you have lined your mould, removing soap from the mould should be very easy. Note that the soap may still be a little caustic at this stage so you may wish to wear protective gloves when removing the soap from the mould. Simply turn the mould upside down over a flat, clean work surface and the soap should just release and gently fall from the mould. Carefully peel the liner away from the soap and discard the used lining.


If your soap is in a silicone mould, place the mould over a clean work surface and peel the mould away from the soap. The silicone mould can be washed in hot soapy water or in a dishwasher then used again.


If you have not lined your mould you will find it more difficult to remove the soap. Banging it onto the work surface and trying to pull out the sides of the mould may help, as will pushing down on the mould with the heel of your hand or thumbs, as if trying to release ice cubes from a tray.


I know soapers who put their soap in the freezer for a few hours to shrink the soap a little. Apparently the soap can then be eased or pushed out of the moulds but I haven’t had much success with this method for traditional soap, although it works a treat for melt-and-pour soap that gets stuck in the mould.


If the soap is a little more stubborn and refuses to budge, you may have to exercise patience. As the soap cures, it hardens up and shrinks a little as it dries out. Soap that refuses to come out of the mould on day one may well be better behaved by week four and slip out of its mould easily.
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Removing soap from a tray mould



Choosing your soap making ingredients


You can use as little as three ingredients to make soap – water, sodium hydroxide and a fat. Whilst you have a choice of fats, there is no substitute for sodium hydroxide if you wish to make ‘real’ soap as this causes the chemical reaction that eventually converts the fats into soap.
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Soap is easy to remove from a silicone mould


SOAP MAKING INGREDIENTS – SODIUM AND POTASSIUM HYDROXIDE


Authentic, natural soap, both hard bar and liquid soap, is made from the chemical reaction of lye combined with fats. The lye is made from water (or water combined with other liquids) and an alkali. For hard bars of soap the alkali is sodium hydroxide, for liquid soaps the alkali is potassium hydroxide.
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Prepare your ingredients before making your lye.





Safety advice for handling lye


Sodium and potassium hydroxides are corrosive and potentially dangerous if not handled correctly. Whilst this may put many potential soap makers off, the process of making soap need not be dangerous if appropriate care is taken.


I liken the method of making up lye to watching a 12-year-old child pour boiling water from a kettle into a cup. Whilst you might be nervous, you know that no harm should come to the child if the entire process is done properly and with due care and attention.





USING SODIUM HYDROXIDE


Sodium hydroxide is used for creating hard bars of soap. It is white and usually found in tiny granules – rather like very large grains of salt.


The chemical symbol for sodium hydroxide is NaOH (Na is sodium, OH is hydroxide). Sodium hydroxide is also known as caustic soda as well as being referred to by soap makers as lye.
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Sodium hydroxide mixed with water to create a lye solution


USING POTASSIUM HYDROXIDE


Potassium hydroxide is used for creating liquid soap. It is usually found in hard flake form. Flakes are slightly off-white and sound like shards of broken porcelain when shaken.


The chemical symbol for potassium hydroxide is KOH (K is potassium, OH is hydroxide). Potassium hydroxide is also known as caustic potash as well as being referred to as lye.


HANDLING THE SODIUM AND POTASSIUM HYDROXIDES


On no account should you touch the sodium hydroxide grains or potassium hydroxide flakes with your bare hands.


Always wear safety gloves when handling these ingredients.


When mixing the sodium or potassium hydroxide and water to create your lye solution, you will find that the temperature of the solution increases as you stir. As it heats up, it will reach a temperature that causes it to evaporate as a steam and create airborne fumes. These fumes are unpleasant to breathe, so creating your lye solution should always be done in a well-ventilated room – make sure that the fumes are being blown away from rather than towards you.


HOW TO TREAT LYE SPLASHES


If you accidentally splash lye solution on yourself, rinse the affected skin under cold running water for at least 10 minutes. If your skin feels tingly, stings, burns, has blisters or concerns you in any way, seek prompt medical advice.





SAFETY EQUIPMENT REQUIRED WHEN MIXING SODIUM OR POTASSIUM LYE


It is absolutely essential that you wear protective gloves when handling lye. Household rubber gloves will suffice, but if you prefer something thinner and yet still as protective, nitrile gloves can be worn. Nitrile gloves are more resistant to chemical splashes than rubber gloves.


Make sure that your arms are covered when dealing with lye. As a sensible precaution, wear shoes, not sandals to prevent any splashes landing on your bare feet.


Since the lye may splash we strongly advise that you wear a pair of safety glasses. These are designed so that you can wear them over your normal spectacles, if necessary.


To prevent the lye splashing on your clothing, wear a protective apron.


If you feel that the fumes may be unpleasant for you, wear a protective mask to prevent breathing them in and make sure that you always work in a well-ventilated room.


As well as my recommendations, read and follow the safety guidelines on the sodium and potassium hydroxide containers. Soap making is not dangerous if you handle the sodium, potassium and other lye-associated ingredients correctly and sensibly.
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Always wear protective gloves when handling the lye ingredients


STORING SODIUM AND POTASSIUM HYDROXIDE


When not in use, keep unused hydroxides in their original containers. Store containers somewhere dry and cool, preferably at room temperature. Make sure the lid is securely fastened and keep containers out of reach of children and pets. If stored correctly, they have a shelf life of at least five years.


Label the containers correctly so that the contents can easily be identified as hazardous. Never store the sodium or potassium hydroxides in an unmarked container.


CLEANING SPILLED SODIUM OR POTASSIUM HYDROXIDE


If you spill sodium or potassium hydroxide granules or flakes, use an ash pan and brush to sweep up the spillage (be sure to wear safety gloves). Dispose of minor spillages in the sink and run cold water to dilute the hydroxide and flush it away. A regular plastic dustpan can also be fine as it will only melt if the solution is wet, in which case wipe up with disposable cloths while wearing safety gloves. If the spillage is large, consult your local authority about the best way to dispose of the waste.


Do remember that sodium hydroxide is sold as a drain cleaner, so disposing of it via the sink and the drain needn’t be as harmful to the environment as you may think.


If you have spilt the caustic lye solution use thick kitchen paper towels to soak up the solution. Be sure to wear rubber gloves so that your hands do not come into direct contact with the solution. Place the paper towels in a polythene bag, tie the bag and then double bag it by placing in yet another bag before putting it in the bin.


Spray the area where the lye solution was spilled with vinegar as the acidic content helps to neutralise the alkaline in the lye. Leave for five minutes then wash the area with warm soapy water until you are sure there is no lye residue remaining.






SUPPLIERS OF SODIUM AND POTASSIUM HYDROXIDE


The hydroxides are available from specialist online cosmetic ingredient suppliers and you will find a list of these suppliers at the back of this book.


Since these ingredients are hazardous, they cannot be sent by Royal Mail post and will require transportation by specialist courier companies.


Sodium hydroxide can also be sourced from hardware stores since it is also sold as caustic soda, which is a common drain cleaning ingredient. Outlets such as Homebase, B&Q and Wilkinson in the UK may stock it. Just make sure that the container lists it as pure, or at least 97 per cent, sodium hydroxide rather than including it as part of a blend of ingredients.


HOW TO CREATE A LYE SOLUTION


Before you make up your sodium or potassium lye solution re-read the safety precautions and handling advice on the side of the container. Ensure you are wearing the correct protective clothing, such as safety glasses, gloves, an apron and a protective mask (optional).


Following the recipe carefully, weigh the cold water in a glass jug big enough to hold at least twice the amount of water needed for the recipe. Place the jug to one side so that it doesn’t accidentally come into contact with the hydroxide before you are ready.


Measure out the sodium hydroxide (if making hard bars of soap) or potassium hydroxide (for liquid soap). If making cream soap you will need both sodium and potassium hydroxides. Weigh the hydroxide(s) into a clean, dry bowl. The bowl can be made of glass or plastic.


Add the measured sodium or potassium hydroxides to the water and stir gently to encourage the hydroxide to dissolve. Never add the water to the hydroxide, always add the hydroxide to the water to start off as a very diluted mixture that gets stronger. Adding the water to the hydroxide would start with a very strong mixture that gets diluted – the first few droplets of water would make this too strong for regular handling.
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Lye solution mixed and ready for use
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The lye solution will be hot and let off unpleasant fumes


Use a stainless steel, long-handled spoon to stir the mixture to avoid your hands getting too near the mixture.


Potassium hydroxide makes a whooshing sound rather like a steam train when it starts to dissolve. If you stir quietly, you should be able to hear it.


Keep stirring the lye mixture until you can no longer feel any undissolved particles of sodium or potassium hydroxide. This should take less than two minutes.


As the sodium or potassium hydroxide dissolves, the lye solution will become hotter, since the hydroxides are exothermic (the mixture will produce and let off heat). Once hot, it will start to release unpleasant steamy fumes, so always carry out the lye making in a well-ventilated room.


Set the lye solution aside somewhere whilst you get on with preparing your other soap making ingredients. Please make sure that whilst it is cooling, you leave it somewhere safely out of the reach of children and pets.


SOAP INGREDIENTS – WATER


There is a little choice when it comes to selecting your water. Since the water will be added to sodium hydroxide to create your lye solution, there is little point in using any specialist water, such as rose, frankincense or geranium hydrolats, as any active properties will be destroyed by the caustic element of the sodium hydroxide.


Most recipes will tell you to use spring or distilled water as part of your lye solution and I encourage you to follow this advice. Spring water can be easily purchased at supermarkets and distilled water may be found in the car accessories section of larger supermarkets or pharmacists. It is used to top up car batteries or to reduce the scale built up in kettles.


However, if spring or distilled water is not available, tap water will suffice.


Depending on where you live, your water may be hard or soft, and this can have a small impact on the lathering quality of bars of soap. I live on the London/Surrey borders and pretty much always use tap water for my soap making and have never noticed any adverse effect on the quality of my products. If you have a method of filtering and purifying rainwater, this can also be used as part of your soap making, as can seawater, although you may need to carefully select oils to ensure that your soaps are still able to produce lather.


Have fun experimenting with replacing some of the water with milks, fruit juices and other liquids. Refer to the section on substituting the water in your lye (page 86) to understand how to do this.
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Coconut and castor oils will create a good lather
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Basic fats, oils and butters needed to make soap



SOAP INGREDIENTS – FATS


Traditional soap was made by our very resourceful ancestors, who would have rendered down the bones and carcasses of chickens, pigs, cows and other animals and used the resulting fat as part of their soap making. Nowadays we are spoilt for choice, with a wonderful selection of luxurious and exotic oils and butters, all of which can be used in soap making.


Each oil, butter or wax brings slightly different properties to your soap. Some oils, such as coconut, will bring a quick, rich lather, whilst shea butter is richly moisturising and castor oil creates a fluffy lather as well as moisturising. Designing your soap by choosing different oils and butters is easy once you grasp some simple rules.


Fatty acids


You can use the fatty acid chart in the liquid soap section (page 137) to help you decide which oils to use, although some of the comments and benefits refer to how they will help liquid soap in a way which may not be relevant to hard bars of soap – for example, the coconut oil gives clarity to liquid soap but has no impact on the clarity of hard bars of soap as they will always be opaque. Beeswax helps to harden bars of soap but is unsuitable for use in liquid soap.


If you wish to use an oil or butter not included in this chart, use the internet as a research tool to find out what fatty acid content, iodine and SAP value individual oils have. The SAP value represents the amount of sodium or potassium hydroxide in milligrams required to saponify 1 g of oil or butter. The supplier’s websites will often include this information, but if not, check the MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheet* overleaf) or certificate of analysis data sheets for a breakdown of the oil and butter components. These should be readily available from bulk cosmetic ingredient suppliers.


Iodine values


The lower the iodine value, the harder your bar of soap will be, so oils such as coconut, palm, palm kernel, cocoa butter and shea butter will produce harder bars than castor, sweet almond and avocado oils. Oils with iodine values of over 75 tend to make a soft soap, so team these up with a lower iodine value soap or include beeswax in your recipe to make a firmer soap.


PROPERTIES OF OILS, BUTTERS AND WAXES IN SOAP


Throughout this book I have highlighted any particular benefits that the oil will give your soap, but in terms of using the soap as a skin care product, since it is only on your skin for a matter of seconds before being rinsed off, it is unlikely that any major benefit will be acquired other than your skin will feel clean, soft, hydrated and lovely. The real beauty of the soap is in the feel of the sensuous, rich, creamy lather as you bathe, the beautiful aroma that wafts around your bath or shower awakening your senses, and the wonderful post-washing skin feel. If you plan to design your own soap, rather than follow an existing recipe, start by using the information below to decide which properties, and therefore which oils, you would like to use.


Fatty acid content of oils
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Cleansing fatty acids


Oils that are rich in lauric and myristic acid are good cleansing bars. The soap molecules have the ability to attract the oils to the ‘dirty’ skin and hold onto them so that they cling to the soap and are rinsed away down the drain. Unfortunately they also remove precious skin oils so they can be drying if used in large proportions in your soap.


*Note: The Material Safety Data Sheet is a technical document containing all sorts of information, including how to store, handle and clear up any spilled ingredient, whether the ingredient is soluble, what form it is in, colour, texture and flash point and so on.


Conditioning fatty acids


Some oils will leave a little oily residue on the skin and help to moisturise and soften skin after the soap has been rinsed away. Choose oils rich in linoleic, linolenic, oleic and ricinoleic fatty acids for a soft, moisturised feeling after washing. Oils with a linolenic fatty acid content are mild and very suitable for sensitive skins. These oils are especially beneficial in hand soaps.
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Soap making ingredients, equipment and mould set out ready to make soap


Fluffy lather fatty acids


Oils that are rich in lauric, myristic and ricinoleic fatty acids are quick to produce a quickly frothy, bubbly lather. Whilst the lather soon appears, it is thin and will dissipate fairly quickly, too.


Stable, creamy lather fatty acids


For a rich, creamy, dense lather that lasts a long time, choose oils with a high palmitic, stearic or ricinoleic content.


Hard soap fatty acids


If you are using oils with a high iodine value then you can counteract the potential softness of the bar by including an oil rich in lauric, myristic, palmitic or stearic fatty acids.
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