Vanilla Bean Rice Pudding

The secret to this rice pudding, what makes it firm and silky and sticky instead of loose, is to use Arborio rice.  This is the same rice that risotto is made from, it's short grained and very starchy.  When cooked, the rice releases a tremendous amount of starch so it will make the pudding silky and firm, just like risotto.  Don't use regular white rice… it'll NEVER be the same.

The other secret is to use a whole vanilla bean instead of vanilla extract.  It's more expensive, but it has an incredible vanilla flavor that using extract will never achieve.

1 cup water

Pinch salt

1/2 tablespoon butter

1/2 cup Arborio rice

2 cups whole milk  (I used 1 cup milk, 1 cup eggnog for the party)

1/4 cup sugar

1 vanilla bean (or 3 tsp vanilla extract)

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1 teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

Bring water, salt, and butter to a boil in a medium saucepan.  Add rice, return to a boil, reduce heat to barely simmering, and cook uncovered until the water is absorbed, around 15 minutes, stirring occasionally.

Cut the vanilla bean lengthwise and scrape the seeds out, combine vanilla seeds, vanilla bean husk (this will be removed later), milk, sugar, cinnamon and nutmeg in a separate saucepan and bring to a simmer. 

(Do not boil.)  Add cooked rice and simmer until most of the milk is absorbed and the mixture gets very thick and sticky, around 25 minutes. 

Stir every five minutes or so, and be sure to scrape the bottom of the pot to keep it from sticking.

When it gets VERY thick and sticky, it's done.  Remove the vanilla bean husk and discard, remove pan from heat and cool to room temperature, then place in refrigerator until pudding is cool and set.

Serve garnished with a bit more cinnamon and nutmeg (optional).
