Making Lye

March 6, 2010 
Lye is a caustic liquid that can be made by an extraction process using water and wood ashes. Lye is actually one of two chemical compounds known as either sodium hydroxide or potassium hydroxide. Both of these compounds are corrosive alkaline compounds used to make soap.
Making lye for soap is not a difficult process but there are several steps that are required to make lye. Lye has been made at home and commercially for centuries since it is a main ingredient in soap and other cleaning products. There is a bit of preparation and a wait-time, but with a basic set up, it is a very easy process.
Making lye requires 2 ingredients:

· hard wood ashes

· soft water

WOOD ASHES. We burn wood in our wood stove all winter and usually burn oak. Hard woods such as oak or walnut tend to produce the best ashes, but people make lye using wood ashes from soft trees like pine, too.
SOFT WATER. Soft water is a critical ingredient. We collected soft water from our rain barrel. If you cannot collect rain water, try distilled water.

~~~~~~~~~~


Lye is made through a leeching process. Water is poured into a container that holds wood ashes and the water will need to sit with wood ashes for about 48 hours before draining. The wood ashes will readily absorb the water and slowly the potash will leech into the water.
To make lye, a barrel, plastic bucket, or large pot is necessary to hold the wood ashes. Also required is a catchment vessel such as a pot, plastic bucket or a large glass jar. The catchment vessel will hold the lye after it drains out of the lye barrel.
Warning: Lye is very caustic and can cause serious burns — extreme caution is required when attempting to make lye. Use a work zone in a basement or garage to avoid any accidents. Make certain that the lye bucket is on a secure table or on the floor away from people, children, and animals. Cover the lye bucket. Always wear gloves and protective eyewear. I won’t be responsible for your accidents, so be forewarned….be very careful, practice safety, and keep children and animals away.

~~~~~~~~~~

Our lye bucket was a recycled food-grade pickle barrel which we obtained free. At the base of the bucket, we drilled a hole and then added a small plastic shut-off faucet. The faucet allows the lye water to flow out of the lye bucket on demand and we epoxy’d the faucet in place.



Inside the lye bucket, a straining cloth should be placed in front of the drain spout for the faucet. This prevents debris from flowing into the lye water when the lye is drained out of the lye bucket.



Ashes were added into the bucket with the faucet “off”. Heated soft water was added to the wood ashes in the bucket. The water was allowed to sit in the wood ashes for several days so that the ashes (potash) could leech into the soft water. The ashes become very absorptive and the mixture looks like cement.



Once the wood ashes had leeched out, we turned “on” the faucet and allowed the lye water to drain out of the lye bucket into another plastic bucket below the lye bucket. Draining the leeched lye water required that the lye bucket be elevated. We used a counter to elevate the lye bucket and a footstool to place the catchment vessel (the second plastic bucket) on.



Once the lye has drained from the lye bucket into the catchment bucket, it should be poured into some type of a stainless steel or glass container.Before the lye is used or stored away, test the lye to make sure it has a high pH level.
To test the alkalinity of lye water, you can play scientist and use pH strips, or you can use the raw egg test. Carefully lower a raw egg into the lye. If it floats with a small portion of the egg above the surface, you have lye!


For about 2 quarts of lye, we filled our 5-gallon lye bucket about 1/3 full of wood ashes, tamped in. One and one-half gallon of soft water was heated to the boiling-point. The water was poured into the wood ashes and allowed to sit for 2 days. The water was then drained and tested. It was not alkaline enough, so we did the process again. We added a bit more wood ashes to the sludge of wood ashes still in the lye bucket. We added about a half-gallon more soft water, and allowed to sit for 2 days. (Not very scientific, is it?)



When making lye, be aware that the wood ashes are very absorbent and the yield of lye water is much less than the amount of soft water used.

~~~~~~~~~~

In researching the lye-making process, I began asking my husband some questions about plastics versus woods versus stainless steel. In doing so, I piqued his curiosity and he became interested in the lye-making process.
Both my husband and I had difficulty with the online “instructions” we found. Most instructions were written poorly or not very informative. Then there were some instructions that went way beyond the basic functionality of lye-making equipment.We hope that in presenting these basic instructions using very basic pieces of modern equipment, others might become interested in making lye for home use.

