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By Matt L. Ottinger W
hether doused in butter, au natural or spiced with 
Tabasco sauce, popcorn consumption is an American 
tradition. It’s also a staple in the Hoosier state. Ninety 
percent of the world’s popcorn is processed right here 
in Indiana, and the state is the second largest grower in the nation 
(behind Nebraska), according to the Indiana Foodways Alliance. 

 And even better news for movie theater owners: Each man, woman and child consumes an average 
of 52 quarts of the fluffy treat annually, according to The Popcorn Board (a non-profit funded by 

U.S. popcorn processors and formed in 1998 as an act of Congress to raise awareness of the snack). 
 Highlights of Indiana’s popcorn landscape include its three popcorn festivals (in 

Brazil, Valparaiso and Van Buren), as well as Weaver Popcorn, a family-owned 
company now based in Hamilton County. Weaver is the leading popcorn producer 
worldwide, churning out nearly 30% of all popcorn sold in the world. 
Additionally, Orville Redenbacher’s Gourmet Popcorn, the top-selling grocery 

store brand in the nation, also originated in Indiana.
 As its popularity has grown since it was first identified as an affordable snack 
during the Great Depression, so has its cultivation. According to Wilfred Sieg of 

Ramsey Popcorn in Harrison County, a great deal has changed since his family’s business 
was founded in 1944. Sieg, whose picture dons the packaging of the company’s “Cousin 
Willie” brand of products, remembers when popcorn farming was a hands-on trade.
 “We used to pick corn with two mules,” he remembers. “Now, we have massive combines. 
And it used to be handpicked and brought in on the ear; then it was shelled and dried here. 
Now, machines shell it in the fields.”

As the kernel turns
 Sieg explains that not only has the technology changed, but so has the business.
 “On the marketing side, there used to be a lot of small companies (to sell to),” he relates. 
“We used to service 15 companies in Louisville, and now there are only a couple there. There 
just aren’t as many players in the marketplace, as many of those companies merged in the last 20 
years. We have fewer (business-to-business) customers.”
 Sieg adds that while his company used to service theaters and others in Louisville, some of 
that business has moved to larger metropolitan areas such as Chicago.
 “We now compete nationally rather than regionally,” Sieg surmises. “Drive-ins really aren’t 
around much anymore; we’re just dealing with bigger companies.”

 He contends that increased safety regulations have challenged 
smaller companies such as his. Ramsey Popcorn has about 40 
workers at its facility (although the company does contract 
packing, creating up to 200 more jobs). 
 “Food safety has changed since 9/11,” he says. “It’s been 
tough on the smaller guy. There are extra steps and extra expenses 
now. I think it’s a good thing, but it is more expensive.”
 Sieg adds that it’s not just the government that keeps a tight 
rein on food standards.
 “The bigger companies we sell to also check (on food safety) 
because they don’t want to get into trouble with a major recall,” he explains.

Riding the micro-wave
 While ditching the mule for more efficient technology was a 
great coup for popcorn producers, another key boon to the industry 
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Popcorn, Indiana

Believe it or not, Popcorn, Indiana, is an actual 
destination. In fact, the unincorporated 
community in Lawrence County served as 
inspiration for two New York entrepreneurs. 

After meeting with local resident and popcorn lover Dale 
Humphrey, who introduced them to the area’s rolling hills 
and rich soil, the tandem opened their new gourmet 
popcorn store called “Popcorn, Indiana” in 2002. After 
Indiana basketball legend Isiah Thomas became an investor 
in 2005, the company changed its name to Dale and Thomas 
Popcorn and now features stores in several states.
Source: www.popcornindiana.com
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took place in the 1980s when microwave popcorn hit 
mainstream society.
 “We started selling it in 1987,” Sieg remembers. 
“It was a snack for people who wanted something 
quick, and it was the main reason people were buying 
microwaves at the time. Before that, people heated 
it on a stove or just got popcorn at theaters.”
 “It really stimulated growth (of popcorn sales) 
in the United States,” he adds. “Now, you go to the 
store and you see eight to 15 feet of popcorn on 
the shelf, whereas it used to be just two feet.”
 The Agricultural Marketing Resource Center 
(AgMRC) reports that by 1995, microwave popcorn 
accounted for 65% of all popcorn sales, and by 1999, 
that share increased to 72%.

A bigger bowl
 Ramsey Popcorn now serves customers in nearly 15 countries 
and roughly 20 states.
 When asked about the future, Sieg responds that it’s difficult 
to predict changes in industry technology, but he knows the 
global popcorn business is ever-evolving.
 “One thing we’ll have is more competitors,” Sieg offers. 
“Countries like Argentina and France are now emerging as 
bigger popcorn producers. It used to be that the United States 
produced 95 to 98% of the world’s popcorn, but now it’s 

probably between 85 to 90%.”
 That decline was noted in 
the United States Department of 
Agriculture’s 2007 Census of 
Agriculture, which reported that 
968 farms raised 860.9 million 
pounds of shelled popcorn that 
year, compared to the 1,701 
farms that raised over 945.2 
million pounds in 2002. 
 Any rumors of popcorn’s 
demise could prove exaggerated, 
however. AgMRC also reports 
that while Americans are 
consuming less popcorn than a 
decade ago, the rest of the 

world is consuming more. American popcorn exports totaled 
over 246 million pounds in 2008 – a 25% increase from the 
previous year – and were shipped to over 100 countries.
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Wilfred Sieg (better known as “Cousin Willie”) 
of Ramsey Popcorn is at work at one of the 
company’s production facilities. Based in 
Harrison County, Ramsey is among the top 
popcorn companies in the world.
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Resources: Wilfred Sieg, Ramsey Popcorn, at 
www.ramseypopcorn.com

Agricultural Marketing Resource Center at www.agmrc.org

The Popcorn Board at www.popcorn.org




