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Note


This book is a reference guide. The suggestions given are not intended to be a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Any application of the ideas or recommendations in this book is at the reader’s own discretion and commonsense.




Introduction


We all use some sort of skincare – be it a swift scrub with soap and water or some of the more sophisticated age-defying creams and serums. Modern cosmetology is shrouded in technical mystery and yet the formulae for many of our health and beauty remedies today are based on traditional techniques that have been handed down over the generations. In fact, modern scientific research is now endorsing much of the folklore and botanical knowledge of the more natural therapies that have been used for centuries.


Making your own health and beauty preparations is fun and easy to do – and it can also save you a great deal of money. If you want to use genuinely high levels of natural ingredients, you may be better off with homemade remedies, as these can contain more useful amounts of active ingredients such as essential fatty acids, vitamins and enzymes, especially those that deteriorate after manufacture and storage. In addition, you can tailor many lotions and potions to suit your own individual needs and make many remedies for yourself, your family and friends as thoughtful, homemade gifts.


The recipes in this book range from simple blends of massage oils to more detailed descriptions of making soap and skin cream for the more adventurous. Effective treatments for skin problems such as acne, eczema, psoriasis and ageing skin are also included. You will find practical background information on all the ingredients used and where you can obtain them. Unlike some shop-bought toiletries, your own products avoid animal testing and you can choose to buy cruelty-free ingredients. You can also recycle containers and cut down on the enormous amount of packaging waste produced by commercial manufacturers.


With the help of this book you’ll be able to have fun transforming your kitchen into a beauty playground and fill your bathroom shelves with therapeutic treatments for your face, hair and entire body.


Liz Earle MBE


www.lizearlewellbeing.com
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Getting Started


The recipes for making your own natural beauty products that are in this book are remarkably simple. You don’t need to be a cosmetic scientist or have a degree in biotechnology to produce a few of the simpler, naturally effective products in your own kitchen. All these recipes have been tried and tested, but you may find some of the textures unusual. For example, the moisturising skin creams tend to be more concentrated than commercial lotions, as they have not been whipped with water and air to make them light. You may also find that some of the recipes vary according to the temperature, as ingredients such as coconut oil and cocoa butter are naturally harder in colder weather or if stored in a cool place. Each recipe can vary from batch to batch, too – which for many is part of the charm and authenticity of making your own skin treats!


This chapter lists the basic ingredients that you will come across in the book, together with a description of how each one can be used. This means that you can look up the properties of a particular ingredient and adapt a recipe to suit your own skin type, or perhaps devise your own concoctions in the future.


Many of the ingredients used in these pages are probably sitting in your kitchen or bathroom right now. Others, such as herbs or fruits, can be grown in the garden or on a windowsill to provide a year-round source of fresh ingredients. (These are listed in more detail in The Botanicals chapter.) If you have difficulty finding the more unusual ingredients, I’ve included a list of stockists, as well as a glossary to explain any particular technical terms used.


Useful Equipment


Although there is little that you need in the way of special equipment to start making your own beauty preparations, the following items will be helpful to have at hand. If you decide to make lots of your own recipes in the future, it might be worth keeping a set of utensils, such as spatulas, separate from the ones you use for cooking. This helps prevent the risk of cross-contamination of germs and odours, and means that your face cream will not end up smelling of onions!


• Plastic measuring spoons


• Set of small scales


• Heatproof jugs or small bowls


• Enamel, stainless-steel or Pyrex saucepan (not aluminium or cast iron, which can react with ingredients such as lemon juice)


• Fine-mesh sieve


• Disposable coffee filters (to take tiny particles out of liquids)


• Small funnel for decanting liquids


• Rubber spatula or palette knife


• Metal mixing spoons (avoid wooden spoons, which absorb ingredients such as essential oils)


• Pipette (for measuring drop by drop, available from chemists)


Optional extras:


• Blender or food processor


• Pestle and mortar


The following are useful for packaging and storage:


• Selection of bottles and jars, preferably made from glass so they can be sterilised


• Sterilising fluid or tablets (from chemists)


• Spray bottles


• Paper towels (more hygienic than kitchen cloths for mopping up, etc.)


• Sticky labels to name and date all items


• Cardboard boxes for storing finished items in the cool and dark (shoe boxes are ideal).


Storage Tips


Unlike the needs of commercial beauty products, the recipes in this book do not contain preservatives to prolong shelf-life. Preservatives are used for very good safety reasons in commercial skincare and it is imperative that steps must be taken to guard against bacterial or microbial spoilage and decomposition in anything made at home. Unfortunately, the basic oil and water mixture of many natural products is an excellent breeding ground for germs and a pot of cream is constantly exposed to new ones each time we dip our fingers into it.


Products most susceptible to spoilage include those made with fresh ingredients such as fruits and vegetables, although even these will usually keep for several days in the fridge. The quantities given for the recipes in this book are therefore designed to make relatively small amounts to avoid spoilage and subsequent wastage. Products stored in the fridge should be kept separate from food, such as in a salad drawer or in a cardboard box on the top shelf.


Make a habit of labelling every item with its name and the date of making so you know when to discard it. If in doubt – throw it out! Most skin creams can be safely stored in the bathroom cupboard, but keep them out of direct sunlight, which will encourage rancidity. A small disc of greaseproof paper placed on the top of the cream in each jar helps to keep the air out and prolong shelf-life.


Adding vitamin E either from capsules or from a few drops of wheatgerm oil also helps, as these nutrients act as a natural preservative and prevents spoilage. Other natural preservatives include the antiseptic essential oils, notably lavender or menthol from peppermint, which have been added to beauty preparations for thousands of years for this very reason.


Hygiene Hints


Bacteria love to breed in warm, moist conditions, so make life difficult for the bugs by keeping your equipment and preparation area as cool and dry as possible. All equipment, including final packing containers and lids, must be sterilised by being dipped in sterilising fluid before using (alternatively, use a mild bleach solution and rinse well in boiled water). Whenever a recipe calls for water, only use filtered, boiled then cooled water, or distilled water, which is available from the chemist. Some varieties of bottled water may also be used, but choose reputable brands that have stringent quality controls and low levels of minerals such as sodium (salt). Plain tap water contains many unwanted extras such as nitrates, chlorine, fluoride, traces of pesticides, etc. and should not be used without boiling and cooling, or preferably not at all unless filtered. It sounds obvious, but always, always wash your hands before you start.


Allergy Testing


Most natural skincare remedies are well-suited to those with sensitive skins as they don’t contain the artificial colourants and fragrances that can lead to allergic reactions. Perfume contains as many as two hundred separate chemical ingredients, any one of which can trigger an adverse skin reaction. However, natural does not always equal safe and it is important to remember that even some completely natural substances can be dangerous if they are not handled with knowledge and care. Substances such as arsenic and lead are totally natural, yet we would not dream of using them on the skin. Likewise, many herbs and plant extracts have powerful effects that should not be underestimated, and must be treated with respect. Also, many of the totally natural essential oils are also potent skin sensitisers, so don’t assume that just because something is ‘natural’ it is also skin-safe.


In the lists that follow you will find more detailed information on the safety of some of the stronger ingredients. Also, bear in mind that your own skin may not suit a particular ingredient or recipe. Although less likely to cause an allergic reaction than many synthetic chemical fragrances or preservatives, even basic natural ingredients such as rosemary oil or lemon juice can pose a problem for some. For this reason, it really is wise to carry out a patch test whenever you are trying an ingredient or recipe for the first time.


How to do a Patch Test


Apply a small amount of the substance to be tested on an area of fine skin, such as the inner elbow. Cover with a sticking plaster and leave in place overnight, or ideally for 48 hours. Should any unusual reaction occur, such as itching or redness, bathe the affected area with a weak bicarbonate of soda solution and apply a soothing ointment such as calendula cream. Keep a record of the recipes you have tested and the ingredients which you know are suited to your skin – this will save time re-testing new products made with ingredients that you know are safe for your skin type.


Raw Materials


The following ingredients can be found in chemists or health shops, and are here listed alphabetically.


ALOE VERA JUICE


This succulent African plant looks like a spineless cactus and is reputed to have been used by Cleopatra as a skin cleanser. It is a member of the lily family and has fat, rubbery green leaves which produce a thick, clear, semi-solid gel when cut. Aloe vera juice is made from the plant’s natural gel and has been analysed as being 99.5 per cent water, however, the remaining 0.5 per cent contains over twenty different amino acids and carbohydrates. Many magical properties are credited to the plant’s unusual juice; it contains a number of therapeutically active compounds including glycosides (a sugar derivative), polysaccharides (complex carbohydrate molecules) and volatile oils.


Aloe vera juice soothes and softens the skin and can help to heal severe burns. It is a common ingredient in first-aid skin creams, shampoos and natural bodycare products. Studies at the University of Pennsylvania Department of Radiology have found that the juice of this plant is more effective in treating radiation burns than any other known product. As a result, the American army have stockpiled significant quantities to be used on troops in the event of a nuclear disaster.


Aloe vera juice is available in bottles from health shops and can be added to tonics and cleansers to soothe the skin. The best-quality juice or gel available contains 96–100 per cent pure aloe. Look for those that have not been preserved with alcohol as this diminishes the aloe’s unique healing properties.


ALMOND OIL


This colourless plant oil is extracted from the oil-enriched kernels of sweet, ripe almonds grown mainly in the Mediterranean. It is an important ingredient in moisturising soaps, creams and skin treatments and can even be used neat as a nourishing hand and nail massage oil. A refined form of almond oil is available from the chemist, and most supermarkets also sell a gourmet version of it that is suitable for skincare use.


ARNICA TINCTURE


Made from the dried flowers of the arnica plant, arnica has many uses in skincare. It is an efficient skin soother and is especially useful for drawing out bruises or easing aches and sprains. Used for centuries by homoeopaths, arnica tincture is one of our most effective remedies for sore, swollen skin, but should not be applied to scratches or open wounds (see The Botanicals).


AVOCADO OIL


This traditional beauty oil was first used by the tribeswomen of Mexico and Arizona where the avocado pear tree grows wild. The avocado itself is a highly unusual fruit as it takes two years to ripen and its flesh contains nearly fifty per cent plant oil. The natural oil is highly nutritious and is a good source of vitamin E and magnesium, and has traces of the B-complex vitamins and lecithin. Although high in calories, the avocado does not contain any cholesterol and is a good source of the fatty acid linoleic acid, which strengthens the membranes surrounding skin cells. Avocado stone extract is also thought to contain substances that can help to regenerate skin cells, although further research into the health benefits of the stone is needed.


Generally, the darker the avocado oil the better, as this means that it has undergone minimal processing and so is likely to retain more of its natural nutrients. Avocado oil has a nutty smell and is one of the best oils for soothing dry, parched skins. It is available in either liquid form or capsules, which can be pierced with a pin and added to skin creams.


BALM OF GILEAD


This tincture is extracted from the buds of the poplar tree, common in Asia and North America. These reddish-brown buds are coated with a sticky resin which is collected and made into Balm of Gilead. Its use as a skin-soothing ingredient and also as a pleasantly pungent perfume has been documented since biblical times. Balm of Gilead contains a type of painkiller called salicin which is also found in aspirin and is used in medical herbalism as an antiseptic and stimulant, especially when treating coughs and colds. The tincture is also a mild circulatory stimulant and can be used in skin lotions to tone and strengthen the epidermis or upper layers of the skin, although it should not be used near the eyes or mouth.


BORAX


This white powder consists of alkaline crystals and comes from a mineral which is mined in North and South America. It is a form of the trace mineral boron, which is used by the body to keep bones and teeth healthy and strong. Commonly used as a water softener, preservative and skin soother, borax also acts as an antiseptic, although it should not be used on broken skin. Borax has soothing properties and is used in many beauty products including soaps, shampoos, eye gels and moisturisers. It also has mild emulsifying properties, which is why it is included in some of my natural skin cream recipes.


CALAMINE LOTION


This old-fashioned skin lotion is made from the rhizome or root of the sweet flag plant Acorus calamus. Calamine lotion also contains zinc oxide, with 5 per cent iron oxide added to turn the liquid a pale pink colour. The liquid has drying and cooling properties and is useful for sore, sunburnt skin. It can also be found in astringent skin tonics and some facial washes.


CASTOR OIL


This is a colourless or yellow oil pressed from the beans of the castor bean plant which grows in India, Canada and North America. The beans are poisonous, but the toxic protein ricin is left behind in the mulch after pressing. Purified castor oil is often used to give hair a glossy shine, and is added to waxy cosmetics such as lipsticks. It is a useful cosmetic ingredient as it leaves a shiny film on the surface of the hair and skin, and also acts as a waterproofing agent for barrier and nappy rash creams. Castor oil rarely causes a reaction on the skin.


COCOA BUTTER


This is the solid fat made from the roasted seeds of the cocoa tree. These seeds also give us chocolate and cocoa, and cocoa butter itself has a naturally sweet, chocolatey smell.


The cocoa tree was first discovered in the sixteenth century by a Spanish explorer visiting the South American country of Mexico. He brought the cocoa bean back to Europe where it was processed into a sweet, chocolatey drink. It was not until the nineteenth century that the beauty benefits of the cocoa bean were fully realised. In 1828, the invention of the cocoa press made it possible to squeeze and filter the ground beans, extracting a liquid cocoa butter and leaving a dry low-fat cake of cocoa. This process signalled the start of the chocolate industry as we know it today and also introduced us to cocoa butter as a moisturiser.


One of cocoa butter’s most notable properties is that it melts at body temperature, so therefore it is good for rubbing into the skin. Cocoa butter is a useful body moisturiser and has a reputation for helping prevent stretchmarks.


COCONUT OIL


This semi-solid plant oil looks more like cream; it is so full of saturated fat it solidifies at room temperature. Coconut oil comes from the dried flesh of the coconut, which contains around 65 per cent natural oil. It is often added to cosmetics and toiletries as it does not go rancid easily and is a good natural cleansing agent. It has low-lathering detergent properties and can be used to make shampoos and gentle washing-up liquids. The oil is also commonly added to soaps and body lotions. It can be used on its own as an effective skin moisturiser, or mixed with a few drops of sandalwood oil to make a fragrant hair shiner.


EMULSIFYING OINTMENT


This is a useful skincare ingredient sold by most chemists. It is a mixture of paraffin wax, liquid paraffin and emulsifying wax and is commonly used by those who are allergic or sensitive to ordinary soap. Although the ointment contains bland mineral oils, it is a useful ingredient in small quantities for binding skin creams and other semi-solid moisturisers.



EVENING PRIMROSE OIL


The evening primrose is a tall, spiky plant with vivid yellow flowers that bloom in the evening, hence its name. It is not related to the common primrose but to the bay willow herb and its origins can be traced back by fossil remains to some 70,000 years ago. The secret to the plant’s success is its oil, which has an unusual fatty acid composition and is derived from the thousands of tiny, dark brown seeds produced by the plants.


All oils contain essential fatty acids which are good for the skin, both internally and externally; however, evening primrose oil also contains about 9 per cent of a pure type of essential fatty acid known as gamma linolenic acid (GLA, which is an unusually large percentage. The only other sources of GLA are blackcurrant seeds, borage oil and human breast milk. Borage oil itself is a richer source of GLA than evening primrose oil, but it is more difficult to find. GLA has been found to be helpful when taken in capsule form for treating hormonal problems such as PMS, symptoms of the menopause and for controlling eczema. You’ll find much more information on this in my ebook Dry Skin and Eczema.


Evening primrose oil can be rubbed into patches of eczema to aid the healing process and may be added to moisturising creams to enrich them. Some skincare ranges now add evening primrose oil to their products, but generally they use such tiny quantities that their value on the skin may be questionable. A more effective method may be to make your own creams using higher quantities of this natural oil. The easiest way to obtain evening primrose oil is to pierce a capsule with a pin and squeeze out its contents. Alternatively, the oil is also available in a dropper bottle for more accurate measuring.


FULLER’S EARTH


This is sold in small packets and looks like powdered clay, but in fact Fuller’s earth is mined from reclaimed areas of the seabed, where it is created from the remains of single-cell algae laid down over millions of years.


It is so called because fullers have used it for centuries to extract the natural grease or lanolin from sheep’s wool. The fuller was an important member of the textile industry, whose job it was to make the cloth heavier or more compact during manufacture by shrinking and beating or pressing.


Fuller’s earth itself is a highly absorbent cosmetic ingredient and works by drawing out dirt and embedded impurities from the skin. This makes it good for recipes such as deep-cleansing face and body packs. Fuller’s earth is also a rich natural source of silica, an important mineral for maintaining skin strength and suppleness.


GLYCERINE


Most glycerine is extracted from animal fat, although some vegetable glycerine is becoming more widely available from herbal suppliers. The better brands of skincare products also contain vegetable glycerine, although it is more expensive than the animal version. The glycerine that is sold in chemists is made when animal fat or lard is heated industrially and a sticky, colourless liquid is siphoned off. Glycerine mixes well with both water and alcohol and is an efficient skin softener. It is a humectant, which means that it attracts water. This makes it useful for attracting moisture from the atmosphere into the skin, but an excess can also draw out the skin’s own natural water content and lead to dryness. It is used in making clear soaps and other skin soothers, such as moisturisers and aftershave balms.


HENNA


This natural pigment comes from the henna plant, which is native to Egypt, the Middle East and India. Made from the powdered leaves and stems of the shrub, when mixed with water to form a paste henna is a natural hair and skin dye, used to colour hair various shades of red or brown. The drawback with using natural henna is that the results can be unpredictable, so it should only be used after carrying out a patch test to establish the shade of the finished result. Henna should be kept away from the eyes and should not be used to dye either eyelashes or eyebrows. Henna leaves are also used occasionally by herbalists for their astringent and anti-bacterial qualities.


JOJOBA OIL


Pronounced ‘ho-ho-ba’, this pale yellow oil is, in fact, a liquid wax that comes from the seeds of the evergreen jojoba plant, which is grown mainly in Mexico. Traditionally used by the Aztecs and the Mexican Indians, jojoba oil is another of Mother Nature’s beauty assets and remains an important ingredient in many modern scalp and skin lotions. Jojoba oil is unusual because it is the only wax that is naturally liquid at room temperature. It is very similar in chemical composition to sperm whale oil, called spermaceti, which was widely used in skincare creams until the early eighties. Jojoba oil also closely matches the skin’s own oil, called sebum, which makes it a good oil to use in facial treatments, especially for oily skins. Another benefit is that jojoba has a lengthy shelf-life and, unlike most other vegetable oils, does not spoil as rapidly when left open to the air and sunlight.
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