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Disclaimer

The recipes in this book are intended for home cooks of all skill levels. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, cooking times, temperatures, and ingredient quantities may vary depending on your equipment and preferences. Always use caution when working with hot surfaces, sharp tools, and raw meats. The author and publisher are not responsible for any adverse effects resulting from the use of the recipes contained herein.

Some recipes contain common allergens including but not limited to gluten, dairy, eggs, nuts, and shellfish. Please review each recipe carefully if you or your guests have food allergies or dietary restrictions.
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About the Author

Waverly Finch grew up believing the best stories were told around a crowded kitchen table, with a pot on the stove and somebody asking if you have had enough to eat yet. As a home cook drawn to the comfort foods and gathering-table traditions found all across America, Waverly's favorite kind of food is the kind that brings people back for seconds and keeps them sitting and talking long after the plates are cleared.

From Sunday suppers and neighborhood gatherings to weeknight skillet meals, Waverly loves turning simple ingredients into dishes that feel like home. The 50 States Gathering Table series was born from a simple idea: every state has its own way of saying "come on in," and a good meal is often the first word in that welcome.

When Waverly is not stirring gravy or rolling out biscuit dough, you will usually find recipe notes on the kitchen counter, family stories being passed around, and plans being made for the next state's table. Wherever these pages are opened, the hope is that readers feel invited to slow down, pull up a chair, and make themselves at home.



Welcome to the Texas Gathering Table

There is no state in the union where food carries quite so much pride and personality as Texas. It is a place of staggering size — roughly 270,000 square miles of land that stretches from the piney woods of East Texas all the way to the high desert of the Trans-Pecos, from the Gulf Coast's shrimp-scented air to the rolling Hill Country that still smells of cedar smoke and last night's brisket. What that geography produces, culinarily, is nothing short of extraordinary: East Texas serves up soul food and Southern-style Sunday dinners passed down through generations; the Hill Country carries the fingerprints of German and Czech immigrants who settled there in the 1840s, bringing sausage-making traditions and a love of smoked meats that gave rise to Central Texas BBQ as we know it today; South Texas Tex-Mex sings with chiles, cumin, and hand-pressed tortillas; West Texas ranch cooking is honest and unfussy, built for hard work and long days; and the Gulf Coast delivers shrimp, redfish, and crab prepared with a kind of casual brilliance that only comes from truly fresh ingredients and years of practice.

To cook Texas food is to navigate the most democratic kitchen on the continent. The table here has always had room for everyone — for the rancher who wants a plate of chicken fried steak and cream gravy, for the family gathering around a pot of pinto beans and a skillet of cornbread, for the backyard crowd standing around a smoker that's been going since the night before, cold drink in hand, waiting for a brisket that simply cannot be rushed. That spirit of abundance, of generosity, of cooking more than you need and being glad you did — that is what Texans mean when they talk about the gathering table.

This book is an invitation into that kitchen. You will find beef tacos and enchiladas, peach cobbler and pralines, slow-cooked beans and big celebration cakes, and of course, the low-and-slow smoked brisket that has become Texas's most iconic contribution to American food culture. Whether you have roots in the Lone Star State or are simply hungry to cook something wonderful, I hope these recipes feel like a warm welcome. Pull up a chair. There's plenty of food, and you're just in time.
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Chapter 1: Everyday Texas Kitchen
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Whether it's a busy Tuesday night or a slow Saturday morning, the everyday Texas kitchen is a place of real, satisfying food. These twelve recipes are the workhorses of the Lone Star State's home cooking — the dishes Texans make week in and week out, the ones that get requested by name, the ones that smell like home. From the sizzle of a beef taco in a cast iron pan to the crackle of chicken fried steak hitting a skillet of hot oil, every one of these recipes belongs on a regular rotation.
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Beef Tacos (Texas Street-Style)
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Drive through any South Texas town on a Tuesday evening and you will smell the proof: ground beef sizzling in cumin and chili powder, a stack of corn tortillas warming in a dry skillet, the bright pop of fresh jalapeño and lime. This is the weeknight ritual of millions of Texas families, a meal that travels from stovetop to table in under thirty minutes and still manages to taste like something you planned. Once you get the seasoning right, you will make these every single week.

Serves 4–6

Prep time: 15 minutes

Cook time: 20 minutes

Ingredients


•  1 1/2 pounds ground beef (80/20)

•  1 medium white onion, finely diced

•  3 cloves garlic, minced

•  1 tablespoon vegetable oil

•  2 teaspoons ground cumin

•  1 1/2 teaspoons chili powder

•  1 teaspoon garlic powder

•  1 teaspoon onion powder

•  1/2 teaspoon smoked paprika

•  1/2 teaspoon salt, plus more to taste

•  1/4 teaspoon black pepper

•  1/3 cup beef broth

•  12 corn tortillas, warmed

•  Toppings: shredded cheddar or cotija cheese, diced white onion, chopped cilantro, salsa, lime wedges, sliced jalapeños



Instructions

	Heat the vegetable oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add the diced onion and cook, stirring frequently, until softened and lightly golden, about 5 minutes.

	Add the garlic and cook for 1 minute more, until fragrant.

	Add the ground beef, breaking it up with a wooden spoon or spatula. Cook until no pink remains, about 8 minutes. Drain off excess fat, leaving about 1 tablespoon in the pan.

	Add the cumin, chili powder, garlic powder, onion powder, smoked paprika, salt, and black pepper. Stir to coat the meat evenly.

	Pour in the beef broth and stir, scraping up any browned bits from the bottom of the pan. Simmer for 3–4 minutes until the liquid reduces and the meat is saucy but not wet. Taste and adjust salt.

	Warm the tortillas directly over a gas flame or in a dry skillet until pliable and lightly charred in spots. Wrap in a clean kitchen towel to keep warm.

	Serve the beef in the warm tortillas with your choice of toppings.


Notes


•  For crispier shells, fry corn tortillas in 1/2 inch of hot oil until stiff, then drain on paper towels.

•  Ground turkey or chicken can substitute for beef for a lighter taco.

•  Leftover taco meat makes excellent breakfast tacos with scrambled eggs the next morning.



Texas Fact: The taco has deep roots in Texas going back to the 18th and 19th centuries, when Mexican ranch workers carried simple filled tortillas as portable meals — a tradition that eventually gave rise to what food historians call the "Tex-Mex taco" as a distinct American culinary tradition, popularized in San Antonio long before fast food chains adopted it.
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Beef Enchiladas with Red Chile Sauce
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In South Texas kitchens, enchilada sauce is never an afterthought — it is built from scratch, from whole dried ancho and guajillo chiles toasted in a dry pan until fragrant, then simmered in broth and blended into something deep, earthy, and unmistakably alive. These enchiladas are a Sunday project worth making: every step, from toasting the chiles to pulling the rolling dish hot from the oven, serves a specific purpose and produces a dish worth the effort.

Serves 4–6

Prep time: 30 minutes

Cook time: 40 minutes

Ingredients

For the red chile sauce:


•  4 dried ancho chiles, stems and seeds removed

•  2 dried guajillo chiles, stems and seeds removed

•  3 cups beef broth

•  4 cloves garlic, peeled

•  1 teaspoon ground cumin

•  1/2 teaspoon dried oregano

•  1/2 teaspoon salt

•  1 tablespoon vegetable oil



For the filling:


•  1 1/2 pounds ground beef

•  1 small white onion, diced

•  2 cloves garlic, minced

•  1 teaspoon ground cumin

•  1/2 teaspoon salt

•  1/4 teaspoon black pepper



For assembly:


•  12 corn tortillas

•  2 cups shredded Monterey Jack cheese, divided

•  1/2 cup white onion, finely diced

•  Vegetable oil for softening tortillas



Instructions

	Toast the dried ancho and guajillo chiles in a dry skillet over medium heat for 30–60 seconds per side, pressing them flat, until fragrant. Do not burn them.

	Transfer toasted chiles to a saucepan with the beef broth and garlic cloves. Bring to a boil, then reduce heat and simmer for 15 minutes until chiles are completely softened.

	Transfer the chile mixture to a blender with the cumin, oregano, and salt. Blend until completely smooth. Strain through a fine mesh sieve if desired for a silkier sauce.

	Heat 1 tablespoon oil in a saucepan over medium heat. Pour in the blended chile sauce and simmer for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally. Taste and adjust seasoning. Set aside.

	Preheat oven to 375°F.

	In a skillet over medium-high heat, cook the ground beef and diced onion, breaking up the meat, until browned, about 8 minutes. Drain excess fat. Add the minced garlic, cumin, salt, and pepper; cook 1 minute more.

	Pour a thin layer of chile sauce into the bottom of a 9x13-inch baking dish.

	Heat 2 tablespoons of oil in a small skillet. Briefly dip each corn tortilla in the hot oil for 10 seconds per side to soften and make pliable. Drain on paper towels.

	Dip each softened tortilla in the warm chile sauce to coat. Fill with about 2 tablespoons of beef filling and a sprinkle of cheese and onion. Roll tightly and place seam-side down in the baking dish.

	Pour remaining chile sauce over the top and sprinkle with remaining cheese.

	Bake uncovered for 20 minutes until cheese is melted and sauce is bubbling at the edges. Serve immediately.


Notes


•  For a shortcut, use 1 pound of shredded rotisserie chicken instead of ground beef.

•  The chile sauce can be made up to 3 days ahead and refrigerated.

•  Add a fried egg on top for a traditional "enchiladas con huevo" presentation.



Texas Fact: The combination of dried ancho and guajillo chiles is the backbone of authentic Tex-Mex enchilada sauce. Ancho chiles (dried poblanos) grow abundantly in the Rio Grande Valley and have been a cornerstone of South Texas cooking for centuries, long predating the Tex-Mex restaurant boom of the mid-
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