Homemade Vanilla Extract

Ingredients/materials:
80-proof alcohol (I use vodka)

Vanilla beans, extract grade or higher (supple, moist beans with no mold)

Glass container with spill-proof lid

Knife and/or kitchen scissors

Measuring cup

Strainer or cheesecloth for straining at the end of six weeks

	Use 5-6 beans per 2 cups (16 ozs.) of 80-proof alcohol.* That’s 10-12 beans per quart (32 oz.) or 9-10 beans per fifth (25.6 oz.) of alcohol.


Cut the beans into little pieces, about an inch long or split the beans lengthwise (you can then cut each into smaller pieces, a few inches long, if you want—the key is to OPEN the beans and expose as much of the bean as possible to the alcohol for extraction). 
Put the beans in the alcohol (I use a ½ gallon mason jar) and close tightly, storing in a dark place for at least six weeks. Shake daily or at least every couple days. It will still look clear for several weeks and then will almost suddenly start turning darker. At the end of six weeks, it should be a very dark amber/brown color, about the color of pancake syrup. (Storebought is as dark as it is because of added coloring.)
At the end, you can decant into something else, straining beans; some seed flecks may remain in the liquid. Store in a cool, dark place and it will keep for a very long time. You may wish to use darker bottles for storage or gift-giving.

Put the used beans in sugar to make a wonderful vanilla sugar or double up the “used” beans to make a new batch.
	I use vodka because it has least flavor and color; you can use brandy, vodka, etc. Use 80 proof; any higher and you’d have to cut it with water. The quality of the vodka does not have significant impact on the vanilla; inexpensive alcohol is fine. Do not use medicinal alcohol (rubbing alcohol, etc.); it is toxic. 

I bought the vanilla beans on e-bay. I think I paid about $14 including shipping for a package of fifty beans; more recently, I got a lb of extract grade beans (roughly 150 seven-inch beans) for $28 ppd. Do not refrigerate or freeze the beans. As soon as you get them, if you aren’t going to immediately use them, triple wrap them in plastic bags to keep them supple and fresh.   

Thanks to my friend Nancy in Texas for her inspiration to try homemade vanilla!   
              


*One fifth of vodka uses about 10 vanilla beans (I’d rather go too strong than too weak); I use Madagascar Bourbon beans (Bourbon is the region). “Fifth” is short for one-fifth gallon, or 128 oz divided by 5, which is 3.2 cups. I use 12 beans in a quart of vodka (4 cups). 
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