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Introduction
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“Handmade is bestmade” is a tagline we frequently use at Bramble Berry. It’s true for almost everything. Think of artisanal cheeses and breads — yum, right? Handmade shrubs and bitters? Amazing. The same goes for handmade soap — it’s just better. It feels better, looks and smells better, and performs better. You can choose the most skin-loving, gentle, and conditioning ingredients when you’re crafting with purpose, and the end result shows it.




Handmade soap may not be the cheapest choice (it’s hard to compete with pressed sodium lauryl sulfate on price), but you won’t have to slather on lotions or creams after using it because it doesn’t strip your skin of natural oils. Synthetic lathering agents do provide lather and high cleansing ability, but those copious bubbles dissolve essential skin oils as they wipe clean the ravages of the day. Handmade soap simply feels better on the skin; it pampers as it cleans.


Another reason handmade is bestmade is because you control the colors and the fragrance. Want your soap to match your bathroom or smell like your grandma’s garden? Are you planning a bridal shower and want to follow the color theme of the wedding? Done, done, and done! The process of soapmaking is one of transformation: transforming oils into something new, useful, and beautiful. Having a creative outlet is essential in all of our lives, and soapmaking provides a beautiful way to express yourself.


I’ve been making soap by hand since I was a teenager. I remember rendering my own tallow, trying to decode chemistry textbooks, and wondering why I couldn’t use Dra- no to make soap. My first five batches failed. I had to figure out how to dispose of caustic failed soap, but it was a thrill to give away my first successful batches, molded in Rubbermaid containers, chopped up with a knife, and wrapped in plastic wrap. At age 17, shaking like a leaf, I walked into a local store with a basket of my wares, hoping to sell my soap. I was rejected. The bars weren’t uniform enough. I returned a month later with a signature mold style and shape that would later become Bramble Berry’s first custom mold. I landed the account. After that I was hooked.


The idea that I could create, control my ingredients, be an alchemical artist, and make money was magical. Through the lens of soapmaking, science felt supremely useful. At the time there were no soapmaking books, save one that utilized Crisco for most of its recipes. That’s one of the reasons I was inspired to write my first two books, Soap Crafting and Pure Soapmaking. I wanted to create the books I wished had been around when I started my journey into soapmaking.


With this book, I’m taking that journey to the world of milk-enriched soapmaking. These recipes are designed to appeal to a wide variety of soapers — fans of all-natural products, people who prefer palm-free soaps, casual and expert soapers alike. Each recipe that utilizes synthetic ingredients for design purposes offers all-natural alternatives that will bring you similar results. Each recipe has been created by an expert soapmaker and tested multiple times by brand-new soapers in order to account for every variable, so whether this is your first batch with cold-process soap or milk soap or your hundredth, you’ll get consistent results every time. Handmade is bestmade, and I’m so happy you’ve chosen to take this journey with me.











Chapter OneWhy Make Soap with Milk?
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Most soaps are made with water, but you can use any liquid that has a pH above 6: milk, tea, even beer and wine. So why an entire book dedicated to making soap with milk? Well, it’s kind of like drinking hot chocolate made with milk instead of hot chocolate made with water.




Milk soap is creamier and more luscious than soap made with water. The lather is more dense. The foam is more fine and silkier. Milk soaps have the same cleansing power, but milk’s natural oils and acids pump up the skin-loving moisture quotient and aid in skin renewal.




Animal-based milks contain a small amount of lactic acid, which acts as a gentle exfoliant. As it cleanses, it helps remove dead skin cells to reveal smoother skin. Animal-based milks also have naturally occurring amino acids and a host of skin-loving vitamins. When making soap, the more fat you have in the milk, the more those delightful lipids interact with the glycerin and nourishing oils in the recipe to create a treat for your skin. I like to soap with full-fat milk, but you can use any version in these recipes.




Plant-based milks work equally well (see here). While these recipes have been formulated with specific milks, you can substitute any milk for the one called for in any recipe.






Sour Milk?




Milk spoils on your counter. Why doesn’t it spoil in soap? The high pH of the soap mixture ensures that the bacteria that spoils milk are fully neutralized in the soapmaking process. The richness the milk gives the soap is still present in the final bar.








Using Mammal Milks


Some popular milks to make soap with include the following.




Cow’s Milk


Cow’s milk is the most readily available animal milk, though milk from other animals is increasingly easy to locate, depending on where you live. The fat molecules in cow’s milk are larger than in other animal milks, which is why some lactose-intolerant individuals can drink goat’s milk instead. In soap, the size of fat molecules does not have much bearing on the final product.


Cow’s milk is slightly higher in sugar than goat’s milk, leading to larger, creamier bubbles in the final product. It is higher in vitamin B12 and vitamin D, as well as folate and selenium, than goat’s and sheep’s milk. The vitamins and selenium are especially skin-loving antioxidants that help repair free-radical damage. Folate (also known as vitamin B9 ) is important for skin cell renewal and growth.




Goat’s Milk


Goat’s milk soap is one of the best-known types of handmade soap. It is popular because of its nourishing properties. Goat’s milk is full of nourishing vitamins helpful to skin, like A, B1, B6, B12, C, D, and E. It is also high in naturally occurring enzymes and proteins. Goat’s milk has a reputation for having natural antimicrobial properties and for being good for acne.


You’ll also see claims that goat’s milk soap is best for difficult skin conditions such as psoriasis and eczema because goat’s milk soap contains caprylic acid. Caprylic acid is naturally found in goat’s milk, though it’s more commonly associated with coconut oil and liquid glycerin. It adds to the silkiness of goat’s milk soap, bumps up the antioxidants, and is a fantastic emollient and moisturizing agent.
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Many believe that goat’s milk’s medium-chain fatty acids (there’s caprylic acid at work again!) help goat’s milk penetrate the first layer of (mostly dead) skin to encourage effective movement and deposition of the fat-soluble vitamins A, E, and K. Vitamins A and E are natural antioxidants, which means they can neutralize free radicals before they can damage your skin. (Free radicals are highly reactive atoms or molecules that cause all sorts of havoc in the body.)


Dairy goat’s milk varies in percentage of fat depending on the type of goat. For example, Nigerian dairy goats produce more cream than any other dairy breed. Goat’s milk is not readily available in most supermarkets, so you will have to buy it directly from a farmer or specialty grocery store. That generally means you will be making soap with raw milk that has not been pasteurized or homogenized.




Other Mammal Milks


Other mammal milks include sheep’s milk, camel’s milk, and donkey’s milk. Sheep’s milk is excellent for soapmaking because it is much whiter than other animal milks. Sheep’s milk is high in fat and conjugated linoleic acid, which makes it an excellent emollient and moisturizer. It has very small fat globules and therefore is naturally homogenized. Typically, sheep’s milk is only available directly from a farmer.


Camel’s milk is popular with the paleo community because it is casein-free and contains naturally occurring omega-3 fatty acids. Like sheep’s milk, it is naturally homogenized, which means it can be frozen and thawed without changing its consistency. Because of its popularity with this crowd, it can be purchased in some stores or via mail order. It has a high amount of vitamins and minerals and is three times higher in vitamin C than cow’s milk. It also has a high level of vitamin B compared to other animal milks. One downside to camel’s milk is its expense: camels are far rarer in North America than cows, and they produce less milk.




If you are lucky enough to come across donkey’s milk, definitely make soap with it. Although it’s extremely low in fat, it is loaded with protein and lactose. It also contains essential amino acids, bioactive enzymes and coenzymes, and four times more vitamin C than cow’s milk.






Yes, You Can Use Breast Milk




Believe it or not, people do use human breast milk to make soap. It is higher in fat than cow’s or goat’s milk. It also contains lots of sugar and vitamins A1 (retinol), C, D, and E. If soapmaking with breast milk, follow the basic instructions for other mammal milks (freeze the milk, add the sodium hydroxide to it slowly, and keep the superfat at 10 percent or below).







Using Plant Milks


Plant-based milks are a fantastic alternative to mammal milks in making soap. While they don’t provide the same qualities, they do provide an option for those who don’t use dairy products. They also have a certain amount of label cachet and a strong marketing appeal. A nut- or grain-based milk adds the same vitamins, minerals, and nutrients to soap that it offers nutritionally. For example, oat milk contains vitamins A, B, and E, all strong antioxidants. Almond milk is high in vitamin E and also contains magnesium, which helps manage skin oiliness.




Coconut Milk


Coconut milk increases lather and adds conditioning properties to soap by supplying fatty acids. Half of the fatty acids in coconut milk is lauric acid, which many believe to be antimicrobial. And coconut milk soap does not discolor as much as goat’s milk soap, giving you more flexibility with color options. When you are shopping for coconut milk, look for brands without guar gum, a thickener and retarder of ice crystals. Two brands that typically do not contain guar gum are Goya and Roland.




Nut Milks


Nut milks can be made from any raw, unsalted, and unshelled nut. The more common nuts used to make milk are almonds, cashews, peanuts, and hazelnuts. For soapmaking, it’s best to make your own nut milk to ensure that it’s free of additives. If you do use a store-bought nut milk, choose an unflavored one with the fewest ingredients and no added sugar. Sugars heat up in the soapmaking process, which can scorch your soap and lead to spillover in the molds or soap splitting as it hardens.
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How to Make Nut, Grain, and Seed Milks




Making nut milk is simple, but it takes advance planning. The basic process is to soak a quantity of raw nuts in at least twice as much water for one or two days, then blend them with water and strain the resulting liquid. Some seeds, such as flax, absorb quite a lot of water and must be soaked in 6 cups of water before blending them (no straining required).


This recipe yields about 2 cups (473 mL) of nut milk.




You Will Need




	
1 cup (237 mL) raw nuts


	
2–4 cups (472–946 mL) distilled water for soaking


	
3 cups (709 mL) distilled water for blending


	Sieve or colander


	Cheesecloth, jelly bag, strainer, or nut milk bag


	Ice cube trays







Instructions




	
1. Place the nuts in a container with enough distilled water to cover them by 2 inches. Let them soak overnight in the refrigerator. After 24 hours, the nuts should have taken up a lot of the water and will feel a bit squishy. If you want a creamier milk, soak them for another day.
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2. When the nuts have soaked to your liking, pour them into a colander and rinse until the water runs clear. (Tap water is fine for rinsing.) Discard the soaking water.



If the nuts have skins (like almonds or hazelnuts), you might want to peel them. This can take some time, but it makes blending and straining easier and produces a cleaner milk.
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3. Place the nuts and distilled water in a blender and blend on high for 2 or 3 minutes, or until they are fully blended. Alternatively, use a stick blender, making sure that the nuts are finely ground. The mixture should be white.
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4. Strain the mixture through a sieve to remove the largest particles. Strain a second time through cheesecloth, a jelly strainer, or a nut milk bag.
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5. Squeeze as much milk from the pulp as possible.



[image: Step five demonstrated.]







	
6. The milk can be stored in the refrigerator for up to 4 days (if it separates, just shake it up again). Or pour the milk into ice cube trays in 1-ounce (28 g) portions and freeze.
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Using Leftover Nut Pulp




You can dehydrate the leftover pulp into flour by following these steps and use it as an exfoliant for soaps or other skin-care products. If you used regular kitchen equipment (not your soapmaking stick blender), you can add the flour to baked goods.


Instructions




	
1. Heat the oven to its lowest setting. Line a cookie sheet with parchment paper. (Or use a dehydrator with fruit leather mats.)


	
2. Spread the pulp out evenly on the cookie sheet and bake until dry and crumbly. This could take several hours, depending on how moist the pulp is.


	
3. Let the dried pulp cool, then blend into a powder in a blender or with a stick blender. The finer the powder, the gentler its exfoliation action in soaps or scrubs.











Rice Milk


Rice milk is another ingredient prized for its skin-loving properties. Rice milk is naturally sweeter than many nut milks, giving the soap lots of bubbles and lather. It is made by pressing cooked rice through a mill and straining out the pressed grains. You can make it at home by boiling 1 cup of rice in 4 cups of water, blending it, and straining the mixture, a process similar to making nut milks. You can also buy rice milk; just stay away from additives that might compromise your recipe.




Oat Milk


Oat milk is a popular alternative-milk option, with enormous label appeal. It is full of vitamins A, B, C, D, and E, all strong antioxidants that help protect skin against harmful free radicals. A low-cost product, it produces smooth, rich, and creamy soap. The milk itself is not as liquid as other milks; in fact, it’s rather sticky and gooey. The stickiness is reduced if it’s made with steel-cut oats. The pulp takes longer to dry than other grain or nut pulp.


Oat milk reacts poorly with lye, so it’s best added at trace to prevent it from congealing.


To make oat milk, follow the directions for making nut milk, but rinse and drain the oats before soaking them. Use 1 cup (237 mL) steel-cut oats per 3 cups (709 ml) distilled water. Oat milk freezes well.




Seed Milks


Many seed-based milks, such as hempseed or pumpkin seed, are made in the same way as nut milks, by soaking the seeds overnight and then blending them with water. Flaxseeds, however, turn gelatinous in liquid, so soak each cup (237 mL) of seeds in 6 cups (1,419 mL) of distilled water.


The resulting mixture is too thick to strain, so skip that step and blend each cup of the soaked seeds with an additional 3 cups of distilled water. This produces a thick, gelatinous milk that soaps well when added 30 percent at trace. As with nut milks, you can freeze seed milks to store them; most recipes call for thawing before adding them.





Special Techniques for Working with Milk




There are a couple ways to incorporate milk into soap, and the method you choose can dramatically affect the initial scent and final color of the bars. Milk is full of natural sugars, proteins, vitamins, and minerals. To make caramel for eating (yum), you heat milk and butter or cream until it (you guessed it!) caramelizes.


In soapmaking, the sugars in the milk caramelize and mix with the high-pH sodium hydroxide, creating a foul smell. All freshly cut and freshly unmolded milk soaps, no matter which method of handling used, smell bad. This smell goes away after about 10 days, leaving just the scent of the fragrance or essential oil. Caramelization also, depending on temperatures used, gives soap its color, ranging from ivory to brown.


Most of the recipes in this book call for frozen milk, not liquid. It’s recommended that you freeze the milk before mixing it with lye to prevent the mixture from overheating, which scorches the milk, discoloring it and making it smell awful. A few recipes call for adding liquid milk at trace (once the batter is mixed) rather than adding to the lye mixture. Frozen milk can be thawed for use in these recipes.
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The bar on the bottom was made with frozen milk; the one on the top with lye added directly to liquid milk.







Using Milk at 100 Percent


A 100 percent milk soap is created when you substitute 100 percent of the water in a recipe for some form of milk. While easy to formulate, the method has some drawbacks. Because the lye directly contacts the milk, the milk proteins are prone to scorching. Using the frozen milk method described here helps reduce the scorching.


Milk can contain up to 40 percent fat. Since soapmaking requires one lye molecule for every fat molecule, up to 60 percent of the liquid you add to the recipe will not have a lye partner to pair up with. For this reason, when using 100 percent milk, some soapers prefer to soap at a lower superfat than a soap made with water. (For more on the science of soaping and a description of cold-process soapmaking, see chapter 2.)
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When lye is added directly to liquid milk, the milk gets lumpy, turns a range of colors from yellow to orange, and smells strongly of ammonia as the fat begins to saponify.








The Frozen Milk Method




Milk proteins scorch when exposed to heat; by freezing the milk, you lower the temperature of the entire process and slow down the reaction with the lye. Working with very cold milk also helps decrease the distinctive ammonia smell during the soapmaking process, and it gives your soap a more neutral final color, an ivory or light tan.




This technique takes a bit longer because you add the lye a tablespoon (15 mL) at a time, stirring constantly as the milk melts. As the lye reacts with the milk’s fat molecules, the mixture may turn yellow or orange and start to smell bad. It may also turn lumpy as the lye partners up with the milk fat.


Continue adding the lye slowly to help prevent scorching, stirring constantly. Let the mixture sit for 20 to 30 minutes to ensure that all the lye particles are fully dissolved, then give it one final stir before you proceed with the recipe.


If the lye doesn’t appear to be fully dissolved, let it sit longer and stir, stir, stir before pouring the lye-milk mixture through a fine-mesh strainer to add it to the oils to ensure no lye flakes make it into the soap.


Note: Frozen milk can be stored in the freezer for up to a year. Freeze milk in ice cube trays and store in labeled freezer bags.
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Always add frozen milk–lye mixture to the oils by pouring it through a fine-mesh strainer. Use a spoon or spatula to gently stir any residue through the holes.










[image: Stirring residue through the strainer.]











Using Powdered Milk




All of these recipes can be made with any type of mammal milk, and that includes powdered products. Just make the powdered milk according to the instructions and measure out the required amount for the recipe. As with all commercial products, choose a brand that has the least number of additives possible.
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Chapter TwoThe Soapmaking Process
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Soapmaking is pure chemistry. The mixture of a high-pH substance (sodium hydroxide, or lye) and various oils (vegetable- or animal-based), when balanced correctly, turns into soap. At its simplest, the chemical formula is lye + oil = soap. But the lye needs a carrier in order to mix with the oil, so the formula is actually (lye + carrier liquid) + oil = soap. The recipes in this book use mammal and nut milks combined with water as the carrier liquid.




Making soap from scratch is often called cold-process soapmaking because the chemical reaction between the lye and the carrier liquid heats the mixture up so rapidly that no outside heat source is needed to melt the oils. Modern-day soapmakers typically do use a microwave or stove to melt oils and butters to ensure a consistent recipe, but technically, it’s not needed. Never reheat lye-water or a mixed soap batter.





Calculating the SAP Value


The process by which the lye and the oils bond to create a new substance is called saponification. Each oil requires a different ratio of sodium hydroxide to turn into soap. The ratio of lye needed for a particular oil is its saponification value (or SAP value). The SAP value multiplied by the ounces of oil in a given recipe tells you how much lye is needed. The math needed to create a perfectly balanced soap is simple, if sometimes cumbersome.


Here’s an example: How much lye is needed to make soap with 100 ounces (2.8 kg) of coconut oil? The SAP value of coconut oil is 0.178, so the math looks like this:




SAP value (0.178) × amount of oil (100 ounces/2.8 kg) = 17.8 ounces (504 g) of lye




For recipes using more than one type of oil, calculate the amount of lye needed for each oil, then add the lye amounts to get the total lye needed. Thankfully, lye calculators can do all the math for you, eliminating human error.




Calculating Lye and Water Discounts


Another reason to appreciate lye calculators is that they do the math for superfatting or lye discounting soaps. Both terms mean you are using less lye than normal. When you superfat your soap, you add extra oil but no extra lye; when you lye discount, you simply use less lye. Either way, you end up with a little bit of extra unsaponified oil in your finished soap, which creates a more luxurious, skin-pampering bar. But overdoing it reduces the lather and makes for a softer bar that doesn’t last as long. A lye discount is typically less than 10 percent, meaning that less than 10 percent of the oil remains unsaponified in the final bar. The math for a 9 percent lye discount in a 100-ounce (2.8 kg) recipe with coconut oil looks like this:




SAP value (0.178) × amount of oil (100 ounces/2.8 kg) = 17.8 ounces (504 g) of lye × 0.91 (100–9) = 16.02 ounces (454 g) of lye




Unless you love doing math by hand, it’s easier and more accurate to figure out your recipes using an online lye calculator.


Just as you can discount lye, you can discount water. In most recipes, water is the carrier for the lye. It also adds to the fluidity of the soap batter. If you discount the water in a batch, your soap will produce a harder bar more quickly because less water needs to evaporate from the end product, reducing curing time. Do not discount more than 40 percent; if you do, you may end up with undissolved lye crystals, and your batch could thicken extremely quickly.





Equipment Needed




For the most part, soap can be made with common kitchen equipment, so you don’t need anything fancy to get started. You do need a scale and thermometer, however, and you should have a separate set of bowls, measuring cups, stirring implements, and the like that are used only for soaping.


Keep all soapmaking equipment separate from anything used for food preparation. That includes cleanup — wash soapmaking equipment by hand, not in the dishwasher. Here are the basic tools you’ll need.


Protective wear. Keep your skin and eyes covered at all times while working with soap batter. You must have goggles (glasses do not offer enough protection), gloves (latex, nitrile, or rubber dishwashing gloves), long sleeves and pants, and closed-toe shoes. Cover your workspace with cardboard or several layers of newsprint.


Heat-resistant, nonreactive containers. Bowls and measuring cups made of tempered glass, stainless steel, or polypropylene plastic work best. (Aluminum reacts with lye to create toxic fumes and is not appropriate for soapmaking!) You need at least one large one (4 quarts/3.8 liters) for mixing batter.


Measuring bowls with spouts and handles are easier to use. Easy-pour containers with longer spouts are handy for creating complex patterns and color combinations.


Digital scale. Always measure ingredients by weight, not volume. Volume is not accurate enough to make soap with consistent quality. Digital scales are cheap, accurate, and easy to use; any that measures to a tenth of an ounce (or about 2.8 grams) will work. Most models offer both metric and U.S. standard modes.


Thermometer. Temperature affects cold-process soap in many ways. Soap that is too hot can crack, volcano (bubble out of the mold), or develop “alien brain” (a weirdly textured top). If it’s too cold, it can develop soda ash (see here). In order to have consistently successful batches of soap, a reliable thermometer is a must. This is especially true when testing the temperature of lye-water. A candy thermometer works fine, but I love using an infrared thermometer because it never touches the soap, so I don’t need to clean it.


Stick or immersion blender. Mixing soap by hand can literally take hours. A stick blender makes quick work of emulsifying the lye and oils. A stainless steel shaft will last the longest, and a removable shaft helps with cleaning. Do not use your soapmaking stick blender for food preparation.


Whisk. It’s useful to have whisks in several sizes for incorporating your additives, especially powders, which can clump. Whisks can also help achieve and maintain appropriate trace for the recipe.


Stainless steel spoons. These are handy for creating designs, mixing in additives, and more. Again, aluminum reacts with lye and cannot be used for soapmaking at any stage.


Rubber or silicone spatula. Use for scraping every last bit of soap out of your container into the mold.


Measuring cups and spoons. Most ingredients are added by weight, but these are used when adding colorants or other additives (such as sodium lactate, exfoliants, and salts).
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Small glass containers or bowls. These are helpful for weighing out smaller amounts of additives, like extracts, ahead of time.




Large knife or wire soap slicer. A sharp implement is needed for slicing finished loaves into bars. Multibar cutters are great for precise and even bars, but a good kitchen knife works fine.


Cutting board. Placing a cutting board under silicone molds before pouring in the batter helps stabilize the mold. The board also comes in handy for moving flexible silicone molds that need to be placed in the freezer to prevent overheating.


Soap molds. There are many options for soap molds. They are most commonly made of wood, plastic, or silicone. Do not use glass or aluminum molds to make soap. It is difficult to release the soap from a glass mold, and aluminum, as mentioned before, reacts with lye to make dangerous gases.




Choosing a Mold


Soaps can be molded into shapes as various as the colors and scents you can choose. A straightforward recipe can be made in anything from a lined shoebox to a cleaned-out yogurt tub. Most household containers that have some flexibility can be used for a soap mold.


Glass containers are not recommended for cold-process soap molds. For one thing, it is extremely hard to remove soap from them. Rigid molds should always be lined with freezer paper or a specially designed liner, otherwise you may never get the soap out! Never use metal containers for soaping, even if they are lined — again, lye reacts with many metals, especially aluminum, to create toxic fumes.
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Recycled Molds


Pros: Create unique shapes, cost effective, eco-friendly


Cons: Inconsistent shapes, may require liners, typically good for just one use




Just about any container that held food or other nontoxic material can be turned into a soap mold with proper lining. If the container is plastic, the soap can be poured directly, without lining. Popular options include yogurt containers, pudding cups, and tofu containers. Cardboard milk containers are also a good option; the insides are normally lined with a nonstick coating. Recycling objects and boxes from home is a great way to save money on molds and create eco-friendly, unusual-looking bars.




On the downside, recycled molds may not be very sturdy and probably won’t produce completely straight or uniform bars. Depending on the sturdiness of the container, it may be good for only one soaping recipe. And once used to make soap, the container cannot be reused for food storage. Containers used to make soap should be thrown away, not recycled.




Cardboard and other nonplastic containers need to be lined to ensure the soap does not stick or leak through. When soap is poured directly onto cardboard, it sticks and makes the cardboard soggy, resulting in a mess. But cardboard molds do work if you first line them with freezer paper, making sure that the shiny side faces the soap. Don’t use wax paper; it isn’t sturdy enough and will melt and stick to the soap.




Silicone Molds


Pros: Easy to unmold, easy to clean, don’t require liners, last a long time, create professional-looking bars


Cons: Soap takes slightly longer to unmold, bubbles may form in bars if soap overheats




Silicone molds are easy to use and affordable. Sturdy yet flexible, silicone molds make unmolding both cold-process and melt-and-pour soap easy; the key is to break the airlock by gently pulling the sides of the mold away from the soap.


Soap takes longer to harden in silicone molds because air cannot contact the soap. In my opinion, the trade-off is worth it just for the time saved in not having to line the mold.


If you experience any resistance when removing cold-process soap, stop and give it a few more days in the mold. It’s not worth tearing the sides or bottom of the project to get your soap out a little sooner.


In addition to easy unmolding, silicone molds are easy to care for. After removing the soap from the molds, hand-wash them with hot water and dish soap. (While silicone molds are sturdy, do not place them in the dishwasher.) Avoid any harsh scrubbing materials such as copper sponges; they may scratch the glossy inside finish. Allow to dry, and they are ready to use for the next project.






Using Sodium Lactate




Sodium lactate is a key additive when working with silicone molds. It is a liquid salt that helps the soap harden faster in the mold. This means that instead of waiting 3 or 4 days to unmold the project, the soap can often be unmolded the very next day. It also produces a harder bar of soap that lasts longer in the shower. The usage rate can vary, but in this book, 1 teaspoon (5 mL) of sodium lactate per pound (454 g) of soap is added directly to cooled lye-water.
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Silicone molds allow you to make soaps of all shapes and sizes.
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Wood molds must be lined but can be used over and over.








Wood Molds




Pros: Easy to insulate for gel phase, long lasting, produce large batches, professional-looking bars


Cons: Need to be lined, can soften over time, prone to overheating




Wood molds are sturdy, cost effective, and act as great insulators for cold-process soap. With proper storage and care, they can also last for years and years. Wooden molds come in all shapes and sizes. Common shapes are log (loaf), horizontal, slab, and divider molds.


Wood molds need to be lined with freezer paper to keep the soap from sticking. To make the unmolding process easier, many Bramble Berry wood molds are available with silicone liners, which saves a lot of time.


One of the best features of wood molds is that they insulate the soap well, making it easy to achieve a complete gel phase throughout the soap. It’s important to keep this in mind when insulating wood molds; because they insulate naturally, placing the mold on a heating pad to achieve gel phase may not be necessary. (On the other hand, to avoid gel phase completely, place the mold and soap in the refrigerator or other cool place.)




Plastic Molds




Pros: Wide variety of shapes and designs, cost effective, great for small batches, create professional-looking bars


Cons: Can be difficult and time consuming to unmold, prone to soda ash, not as suitable for making large batches
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While best suited for melt-and-pour soap making, plastic molds can also be used for cold-process soap. They come in a wide variety of shapes and sizes: if it can be imagined, there is probably a plastic mold for it. The majority of plastic molds are for individual soaps, usually 4 to 6 ounces (113–170 mL). The smaller size means that the molds do not insulate the soap as well as large slab or loaf molds. Do not place plastic molds on a heating pad because they might melt or warp.


Instead of using gel phase to help prevent soda ash, you can spritz the soap with 99% rubbing (isopropyl) alcohol several times over a time span of 90 minutes. This creates a protective barrier on top of the soap. Another option is to decrease the superfat level to 3 percent or water discount at 10 percent.


Removing cold-process soap from plastic molds can be a bit tricky and can require up to a week. If you must use a plastic mold, incorporate a large amount of hard oils (such as palm oil, coconut oil, or cocoa butter) in the recipe to help the soap harden. Adding sodium lactate also helps, and some soapers lubricate their molds with a unsaponifiable liquid such as cyclomethicone (a liquid silicone and common cosmetic additive) or mineral oil. Additionally, using a trace that is too thick can make it difficult to achieve good details with intricate molds.




Safety


Sodium hydroxide (lye) is an inorganic compound commonly found in drain cleaners. It is highly caustic, and it can burn your skin or blind you. Because lye has the potential to be extremely dangerous, it’s important to take every safety precaution when making cold-process soap.


Sodium hydroxide is available in various forms, commonly flakes, pellets, or powder. To make cold-process soap, lye is introduced to a liquid, usually distilled water. The liquid dissolves the lye and creates a solution. Mixing water and lye also creates an exothermic reaction, with a dramatic increase in temperature. Adding lye to room-temperature water can raise the water’s temperature up to 200°F (93°C). The mixture also creates toxic fumes that should not be inhaled.




Precautions for Soaping Safely


Wear proper safety gear. When working with lye, wearing protective safety gear is not an option — it’s a must. This includes eye goggles, gloves, long sleeves, long pants, and closed-toe shoes. Covering your skin helps protect it from spills or splashes of lye solution. Some soapers also like to wear surgical masks or full-face masks. Sodium hydroxide has a high pH and can burn skin, ruin wood surfaces, and damage eyes. The most important safety equipment is your goggles — eyeglasses are not enough.


It’s important to wear your safety gear during the entire soapmaking process. Lye solution can irritate the skin and eyes even when mixed with soaping oils. Raw soap batter is not as dangerous as pure lye-water, but it can still irritate the skin; wearing safety gear while soaping helps avoid any contact with it. You can get soap batter on your skin and not notice until several minutes later, when your skin begins to tingle and burn.


Quickly wash away any soap batter on the skin with water and (ironically) a gentle soap. Once saponification is complete, all lye molecules have been transformed into soap, and the batter will no longer harm the skin.








[image: Captioned image.]



Never make soap without taking all the necessary safety precautions. Wearing an apron offers extra protection.







Mix lye in an appropriate place. The area in which you mix the lye solution should have excellent ventilation to help you avoid breathing in fumes. When weather allows, many soapers like to mix their lye solution outside. Indoors, I like to open a few windows and/or turn on a fan. Some soapers prefer to soap with a ventilator or air filter on to help blow away any fumes that are created during the mixing process. It’s also important to eliminate any other distractions or potential hazards; kids and pets should be kept out of the area, and the space should be cleared of all tripping hazards and other dangers.




Always add lye to water, never water to lye! When mixing water and lye, the first step is to measure the correct amounts into two separate containers. Once you have the correct amounts for your recipe measured out, the lye should be slowly added to the water. NEVER add water to lye! Doing so can cause the lye to erupt out of the container — and maybe into your face.


Use an appropriate mixing container. It’s important to mix lye solution in a durable container made of sturdy, heat-resistant plastic or glass. Do not mix the lye solution in a metal container, for two reasons. First, the lye solution gets incredibly hot. Second, as I’ve mentioned, lye reacts hazardously with some metals. Sodium hydroxide and aluminum produce explosive hydrogen gas. Lye also reacts with tin, so avoid metal containers entirely.






If you’re using a glass container, make sure it’s extremely sturdy. I have used Pyrex containers successfully for years, but some soapers have had problems with them breaking. Choose a container that is large enough to catch any splashes as you stir with a stainless steel or silicone spoon. If you are at all nervous about this step, mix the lye and water over a sink in case there are any spills.






First Aid




If you get lye on your skin: Immediately remove any contaminated clothing and flush skin with water for at least 15 minutes. Seek medical attention. If it comes in contact with eyes, flush immediately with water for at least 15 minutes and get medical attention. If fumes are inhaled, move to fresh air.


Many soapers keep vinegar on hand in the belief it neutralizes lye burns. There is controversy in the soapmaking community about washing lye burns with vinegar rather than water. According to the sodium hydroxide MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheet), wash with plain water. Adding vinegar (a weak acid) to lye (a strong base) creates a chemical reaction that releases more heat, so putting vinegar on a lye burn just plain hurts. I’d stick with water.


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


If you accidentally swallow lye or lye-water, do not induce vomiting. Lye is extremely corrosive and will burn the mouth, tongue, throat, esophagus, and lungs on the way down — and on the way back up if vomiting is induced. If you or someone in your household swallows lye, do not treat or manage it. Call the national toll-free Poison Help line (1-800-222-1222) and immediately get to a hospital. If the individual can swallow and is not having convulsions, have him or her drink water or milk while waiting for the ambulance or on the way to the hospital.
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