


In West Virginia, ranch goes with everything: 
salads, sure, but also fries, breadsticks, pizza, 
wings, potato chips. I’ve dipped chicken tenders 
in it, and burgers, too. Made with buttermilk, 
mayonnaise, and assorted green herbs, ranch 
is a universal flavor donor: creamy, herbaceous 
(but not overpoweringly so), with a sneak of 
tang. It’s mild enough to be crowd-pleasing but 
not so mild as to be irrelevant. When it’s good, it 
tastes like an herb-garden milkshake. I probably 
would drink it, too, if it came down to that.

I live in Detroit now and, whenever I 
visit home, I go to Colasante’s, an Italian-
American restaurant, and order their 

homemade ranch alongside the Cid-
wich, one of the best sandwiches ever 
created by man: chicken, steak, or ham 

between slices of baked, cheesy pizza dough— 
a pizza sandwich, essentially. As great as it is, 
ranch makes it better. Then there’s Wings Olé, 
a Mexican-American restaurant (in the “it’s 
acceptable to get a burrito and fries” sense) 
famous for its “Fries & Bleu”—the latter a 
proprietary blue cheese dressing with ranch-
like notes. Wings Olé has been a Morgantown 
institution since !"##. I remember going there 
with my high school boyfriend and his family, 
ordering the dressing in large Styrofoam cups. 
It only occurs to me now that it’s maybe kind of 
weird to put ranch or blue cheese on a burrito. 

The mother ship of ranch, the place that is, 
ultimately, everyone’s top choice, is the Boston 
Beanery. The Beanery opened in my hometown 
in !"$% and now has locations around West 

he year I moved from 
Morgantown, West Virginia, 
where I was born, to New York 

City was the year I realized that 
not everyone dipped their french 

fries in ranch dressing. It was an epiphany 
that came courtesy of a surly waiter at a 
downtown diner, who—when I requested 
a side of ranch for my fries, as I’d always 
done—looked at me with confusion, wrote 
something down (I’m assuming not “ranch,” 
since it never came), and walked away.  
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Virginia, Virginia, and Pennsylvania. It’s famous for 
its fries, curly and seasoned, and its ranch, house-
made with extra-heavy mayo. The waitsta! o!er 
it when you order fries, no need to ask. (They also 
sell it in twelve-ounce containers upon request.) At 
the restaurant’s busiest location, they go through 
five gallons a day. Gigi Lee, a twenty-five-year 
Beanery veteran and the restaurant’s spokesperson, 
remembers two women who would come in once 
a week and order eight-ounce bowls of ranch 
alongside their salads. “They would literally take 
their fingers and clean the bowl,” she said. 

So I was not surprised when a study identify-
ing the most distinctive menu item in each state—
released by the blog Co.Design and analytics firm 
Food Genius—found that West Virginia’s was ranch 
dressing. They analyzed "",### menus to single 
out the terms that appeared most often.  
Seven other states also claimed “ranch” as their  
most frequent term, but mine beat them all: “ranch 
dressing” appeared on $% percent of the West  
Virginia menus, making it &' percent more popular 
there than in the rest of the nation. (The runner- 
up was Iowa, where “ranch dressing” appeared on 
%% percent of menus.)

anch is not a West Vir-
ginian invention—far 
from it. It did, how-
ever, originate from an 
actual ranch, actually 
called Hidden Valley, 
near Santa Barbara, 
California. Now, Hid-
den Valley® Original 
Ranch® is owned by 

Clorox, who sold $(') million worth of the stu! in 
*#)&. (Hidden Valley tracks sales by region; in the 
fall of *#)(, all ranch sales and volume consump-
tion were up, with the region that includes a large 
chunk of West Virginia outpacing the rest of the 

country.) As their marketing-perfect story goes, 
Hidden Valley ranch dressing began in )'%( at the 
ranch of high school sweethearts Steve and Gayle 
Henson. Their dinner guests went crazy for the 
buttermilk-herb salad dressing, which soon became 
the only dressing available at the ranch (and which, 
Henson says, some people even tried on ice cream). 
Guests started asking for it by the jar, and, when 
that demand became too large, Hidden Valley 
started a mail-order business. Eventually, it was 
fortified with additives like xanthan gum, phos-
phoric acid, and monosodium glutamate—becom-
ing the shelf-stable juggernaut it is today.

Picture what the word ranch evokes. Fertile 
earth, optimistic skies, dewy freedom. The range, 
man. The West. At the turn of the century, and into 
the )'%#s, as the country’s economy modernized, 
such bucolic environs became more fantasy than 
reality; branded, packaged foods were being pushed 
as a lifestyle, as much narrative as sustenance. “All 
those packaged things were promoted in the begin-
ning as very sanitary, very modern,” says Laura 
Shapiro, culinary historian and author of Perfec-
tion Salad. “The new way to put food on the table.” 
Packaged salad dressings evolved; they were bulked 
up with mayonnaise, blue cheese, ketchup. They 
had, as Shapiro put it, “a lot of glop in them.” They 
became the campy elixirs of our childhoods: French, 
Thousand Island, Green Goddess, Catalina (pag-
ing California again). Over iceberg lettuce and atop 
simple tossed salads, they glopped supreme.

These dressings were a!ordable luxuries, which 
brings us to the topic that will eventually float to 
the top of every conversation about West Virginia 
or Appalachia: poverty. Back then, amid all this 
modernization, Appalachians still had their poor, 
backward, Depression-era reputations. Their 
subsistence diets—beans, venison, put-up 
vegetables—were shameful reminders that 
Appalachians didn’t live like other Americans. 
(If you grew, killed, and canned your food, 
it was because you probably couldn’t a!ord 
to buy it.) Imagine, then, the good luck 
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of a new cultural currency—
branded dressings, soups, breads, 
whatever—that could o!er both 
culinary variety and proof that 
you belonged. 

I didn’t grow up in that West 
Virginia; I grew up in its descend-

ant, which is still a poor, weird, 
gorgeous, troubled, breathtaking 

place. Still dogged by a bad reputation, 
still misunderstood, still enduring. My 

hometown has a population of about 
"#,###. I grew up not far outside the 
city limits, in what is essentially a 
rural version of a suburb: the kind 
of area where only one pizza place 
delivered all the way to your house, 
where the first day of hunting sea-

son meant half your class was absent. 
My mom worked for the county sheri!, and 

she’d often drag me to soup-beans-and-
cornbread suppers at community halls 

and churches. (Today, I’d give anything 
to have someone’s mom-maw make 
me soup beans and cornbread.)

A lot of time has passed since the 
whiz-bang fifties, and we’re still talk-

ing about West Virginians buying ranch by the 
gallon. The persistent popularity of ranch in West 
Virginia is a mystery; I spoke to various food histo-
rians and academics, and we could all imagine how 
it started, but not why it lasted. Inertia, maybe. 
Mass-market saturation. These days, you have 
to go o!-map in West Virginia to find food that’s 
actually West Virginian: to those little community 
halls dishing up soup beans or to gas stations sell-
ing pepperoni rolls or to independent restaurants 
where chefs are playing with native ingredients 

like morels and trout. Otherwise, West Virginia’s 
is the Great American Diet: home-cook-

ing diners, pizza-and-pasta joints, 
chain restaurants. Largely standard-
ized, vaguely unhealthy, but a!orda-
ble. According to the research firm 

Datassential, $%.% percent of West 
Virginia’s restaurants are chains 

(compared to "&.% percent nationally'), and this 
strikes me as an extension of that midcentury con-
sumerism—what are chains, after all, but brands 
you can sit down in? They’re also, not for nothing, 
places where ranch reaches confounding heights 
like BBQ bacon ranch (at Applebee’s) and cilant-
ro-ranch pesto (Chili’s). When I asked West Virginia 
University history professor Ken Fones-Wolf about 
the Mountain State’s infatuation with these sorts 
of restaurants, he said something that could’ve 
been said about packaged foods from the fifties: 
they o!er something “that seems sort of exotic” at 
a good price. 

eeley Steele owns 
Bluegrass Kitchen, a 
smart, eclectic comfort-
food restaurant in 
Charleston, WV, that 
serves dishes like crispy 
local pork belly, house-
cured brisket, and tofu 
“wings.” Seven years ago, 
Steele hired a new chef 

from just across the border in Louisville, Kentucky, 
who suggested revamping their dressing options—
which, at the time, consisted of two homemade 
dressings and Newman’s Own Ranch. “There was 
a resounding ‘We have to keep ranch!’ from the 
servers,” Steele says. “The servers are the ones you 
go to when you want to find out what customers 
are really ordering. The servers were like, ‘If we 
don’t have ranch for salads, I don’t know what 
people would order.’” Bluegrass makes its own 
ranch dressing now, three times a week. “I eat it 
with fries and potato chips,” Steele says. 

A couple days after we spoke, Steele sent me 
an e-mail: “Thought this was funny. Local artist.” 
Attached was a flier: 

“RANCH”
NEW WORKS BY
KAYLEIGH PHILLIPS

1 This is high, but not the highest. Datassential didn’t conduct a 
comparative state analysis for this study, but few states surpass 50 
percent, said senior director Maeve Webster.



Phillips, a twenty-four-year-old from Logan, 
West Virginia, is a graphic designer and waitress, 
currently at Pies & Pints, which specializes in pizza 
and craft beer. She actually first sketched the 
namesake work, Ranch Genie, on an order pad: a 
funnel cloud and a disembodied Einsteinian head 
float above a bottle of ranch, surrounded by slices 
of pepperoni pizza and a bottle of beer. The text, 
!"#$% !"#$& $&'(), nods to a request she hears 
a lot. (Or used to: Pies & Pints doesn’t serve ranch 
because, Phillips says, it masks the flavors of the 
food. “People get angry.”)

The art isn’t all about ranch; the pieces mostly 
reference cultural events like gay marriage, which 
had just been legalized in West Virginia when 
“Ranch” opened last October. “I used the title 
because I used cartoons and humor to make the 
work relatable, to translate the message to a wider 
spectrum of people,” Phillips says. “I feel like that’s 
what ranch does for food.”

hen I was at West 
Virginia University, 
a student group 
I was in hosted a 
reception, which we 
catered ourselves. 
My contribution: 
oyster crackers 
tossed in powdered 
ranch seasoning and 

oil then baked, a recipe I’d gotten from my mom’s 
coworker. I presented my bastardized Chex Mix  
in a neon-green plastic bowl I’d brought from  
my apartment. 

There are plenty of other ways to cook with 
ranch. I could’ve gone with “veggie pizza,” a local 
cookout staple that starts with some manner of 
dough-in-a-tube (crescent rolls, for instance) 
topped with ranch “sauce”—usually a combination 
of sour cream, cream cheese, mayonnaise, and 
ranch seasoning mix—chopped vegetables, and 
cheese. (“So it’s like a bruschetta,” Shapiro, the 
historian, said, which I thought was generous.) A 
friend in Charleston makes bu*alo chicken dip, a 
combination of chicken, cream cheese, cheddar, 

ranch, and hot sauce. Dale 
Hawkins, a West Virginia chef 
and farmer, recalled community-
cookbook recipes that use ranch seasoning 
in meatloaf. In Cast-Iron Cookbook I: Yesterday 
and Today—a community recipe booklet put 
out about ten years ago by the West Virginia 
Department of Agriculture—there’s a recipe for 
Chili Soup with Beans that calls for ranch dip mix, 
taco seasoning, and, optionally, corn chips.

 There’s no denying the pleasure of eating 
dehydrated-herb-flecked crackers and dipping 
bad-for-you fries in a worse-for-you condiment. 
Maybe West Virginia does it too much; we tend 
to do things too much. (Nationally, the state 
ranks +,th in both smoking and obesity, which 
basically makes it America’s id in terms of 
wanton indulgence.) But ranch is delicious, 
even if it is more synonymous now with the 
assembly line than the verdant West. In other 
contexts—which is to say more urban, more 
a-uent ones—we pay serious chefs to make 
us tater tots and cook with American cheese. In 
those places, such mainstream ingredients are used 
almost ironically; eating them is culinary kink. 
Everywhere else, they’re just food. 

To my mind, that’s the basis of West 
Virginia’s ranch devotion: ranch is a mainstream 
flavor, and West Virginia’s is a mainstream diet. 
Both are born of the same cultural moment, 
when we embraced industrialized foodstu*s with 
optimistic curiosity. Both became commoditized 
over decades of ante-upping convenience and value. 
In this way, West Virginia, with its endless exit ramps 
of fast-casual dining, is actually becoming a bit 
old-fashioned. So too is ranch dressing—Hidden 
Valley’s commercials even suggest as much, with 
their quaint idylls where ice cream men serve 
ranch-drizzled broccoli crowns. Even in its 
modern, mass-produced absurdity, ranch is 
an innocent throwback, a piece of honest-to-
goodness Americana. Plus, it’s fantastic with a 
basket of fries. Maybe no more explanation  
than that is necessary. 


