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Cucurbits: An Introduction 
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Cucurbitaceous crops are also known as ‘gourds and melons.’ These are a large group of summer vegetables belonging to the family Cucurbitaceae or the cucurbit family. Approximately 850-900 recognised plant species across 100-110 genera are present in the cucurbit family. All of them are grown as tropical and subtropical vegetables. 

Prominent members of cucurbit family are pumpkins, squashes, water melons, musk melons and cantaloupes, bitter gourds, spine gourds or teasle gourds, sponge gourds, ridge gourds, snake gourds, ivy gourds or little gourds, pointed gourds, ash gourds (white gourds or wax gourds), calabash gourds or bottle gourds, cucumbers and gherkins, horned melons or kiwano, and courgettes (zucchini). 

Among the cucurbits, water melons, musk melons and cantaloupes are considered as fruits from consumption point of view as these cucurbitaceous fruits are sweet in taste and are mostly suitable to be used as fruits rather than as vegetables. 
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Figure 1: cucurbit crop

Taxonomy: Detailed taxonomic classification of popular cucurbits is as follows: 




	Kingdom:

	Plantae




	Clade:

	Tracheophytes




	Clade:

	Angiosperms




	Clade:

	Eudicots




	Clade:

	Rosids




	Order:

	Cucurbitales




	Family:

	Cucurbitaceae




	Genus 

	Cucurbita/Lagenaria/Citrullus/Cucumis/Momordica/Luffa







Origin: Cucumber is believed to be originated in tropical Asia. Today cucumbers are grown almost all parts of the world. 
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Cucumbers and Gherkins 
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Cucumbers and gherkins are a group of cucurbitaceous vegetables that are mainly used as salad vegetables.  Cucumbers are large fruits while gherkins are small fruits. Scientific name of cucumber is Cucumis sativus. 

Gherkins are known as ‘small cucumbers’ as it belongs to the same family as cucumber and its scientific name is same as that of cucumber i.e. Cucumis sativus, but cultivar is different. 

Cucumbers: Cucumbers are mainly used as summer season salad vegetables. Cucumber fruits have cooling and strengthening properties and also capable of quenching thirst during summer months. Cucumbers are rich in moisture and thus help in body hydration.
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Figure 2: cucumbers

Popular varieties: There are different types of cucumber varieties (small cucumbers, large cucumbers, light green cucumbers, dark green cucumbers and so on) available for cultivation. 

The cucumber varieties are generally classed into four groups:


	European American Varieties of Cucumbers 

	West Asiatic Varieties of Cucumbers 

	Chinese Varieties of Cucumbers 

	Indo Japan Varieties of Cucumbers 



Gherkins: Gherkins are small, prickly, cylindrical green fruits which are with thin green rinds and white flesh. Small immature fruits of gherkins are used for pickling and hence it is commonly called as ‘pickling cucumbers’. 
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Figure 3: gherkins
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Food and Culinary Uses of Cucumbers 
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Cucumber vegetable is known for its cooling properties and is a must-have vegetable in the kitchens during summers. Because of its cooling effect on body, cucumber-based fresh salads are always recommended after having spicy meals. 

[image: cucumber-685704_1280.jpg]

Figure 4: cucumber slices

How to consume cucumbers? Raw cucumbers as such consumed as fresh salads after cleaning and slicing them. Cucumber slices may be garnished with fresh herbs to make it aromatic and tastier as fresh salads. Cucumber slices may also be added as ingredients in making various kinds of fresh green healthy salad preparations. 

Cucumbers may also be used to make pickles, and different types of vegetable preparations. Cucumbers are a suitable choice to make yoghurt-or curd-based vegetable preparations. 

A detailed account of various food uses of cucumbers is as given below: 

Cucumbers as Salads: Cucumber slices with chopped fresh herbs such as parsley, rosemary, thyme, oregano etc may be used as refreshing fresh salads with almost all meals of the day. 
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Figure 5: cucumber salad

Cucumbers as an ingredient in salads: Cucumber slices mixed with cheese or other ingredients such as fresh leafy greens like lettuce, kale etc may be used as healthy exotic salads. Cucumbers can be mixed with suitable fruits such as guava, apples, water melons, banana, etc to make healthy and delicious fruit salad preparations. 
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Figure 6: cucumber and cheese salad

Pickled Cucumbers: Small cucumbers as such may be pickled in brine solution or apple cider vinegar along with fresh herbs like dill leaves or parsley to make mouth-watering pickled cucumbers. These pickled cucumbers are a good choice to be used as appetizers. 
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Figure 7: cucumber in brine

Cucumber-Based Pickles: Many different types of mixed vegetable pickles can be prepared by adding cucumber slices as major ingredients. 
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Figure 8: pickled cucumbers

Cucumber Soups: Yoghurt and cucumbers are combined together to make healthy and delicious soup preparations. 
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Figure 9: cucumber soup

Cucumber Sandwiches: Refreshingly cooling sandwiches are made with bread and cucumber slices. 
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Figure 10: cucumber sandwich

Cucumbers with Meat Sandwiches, Burgers, Hot Dogs etc: Cucumbers are the best choices as an accompaniment or as a major vegetable ingredient while having meat-based sandwiches and burgers. 
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Figure 11: meat sandwich with cucumber

There is no dearth of cucumber-based food preparations if you have good culinary skills and your kitchen has a good stock of cucumbers. 
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Figure 12: A Japanese cuisine of cucumbers

Medicinal and cosmetic uses: Cucumber seeds are used for various Ayurvedic medicinal uses. Cucumber seed oil is extensively used in Unani system of medicines for treating health issues related to brain and body. 

In cosmetic industry also, cucumbers are extensively used. Cucumber-based soaps, face wash, creams, gel etc are available in the markets. Fresh cucumbers are used in beauty salons as cooling pads for eyes. 
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Figure 13: cucumber cooling pads for eyes
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Food Uses of Gherkins: 
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Gherkins are used for making fresh salads and pickles. A simple recipe of gherkin pickle-making process is given below: 

Gherkins in Vinegar: Take small-sized fresh gherkins and wash them in running water. Wipe them dry with a dry muslin cloth. Peel them before putting them into a tall glass jar. Now pour pure natural apple cider vinegar into the jar until the gherkin fruits are fully immersed in vinegar. If required, add 2-3 sprigs of aromatic spice herbs like parsley or dill herb along with the gherkins. Cover the jar with a lid. Keep the pickle overnight before consumption. You will definitely like the freshness of these pure fresh gherkin pickles. 
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Figure 14: gherkins in vinegar

Gherkins in Brine: Gherkins may be pickled in 10% brine solution. For making 10% brine solution, dissolve one part of pickling salt in 10 parts of water. 

Now take medium or large size fresh gherkins and wash them. Wipe them dry with a dry cloth before peeling. Peeled cucumbers are sliced into round thin pieces. Take a clean and hygienic glass jar and fill it with the gherkin pieces. Now pour the brine solution over the gherkins; make sure that gherkin pieces are fully immersed in brine solution. If you like, you may add whole spices of your choice (bay leaves, cloves, cardamoms or cinnamon etc) also into this pickle. Cover the jar with the lid and keep it refrigerated for some time before consumption. 
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​​West Indian Gherkins or Maroon Cucumbers 
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Maroon cucumbers are also known as cackrey and West Indian Burr Gherkins. Scientific name of this plant is Cucumis anguria and it belongs to the family Cucurbitaceae. Maroon cucumbers are a native of Africa.  
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Figure 15: West Indian gherkins

Fruits of Cucumis anguria are often covered with hair-like structures. Fruits are used and cooked as other cucumber fruits. Maroon cucumbers are suitable for making fresh salads and pickles. It tastes like normal cucumbers. 
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​​Mexican Sour Gherkins or Cucamelons 
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Another popular pickling variety of cucumbers are called Cucamelons. Scientific name of this plant is Melothria scabra and it belongs to the family Cucurbitaceae. These plants are a native of Mexico. Cucamelons are small fruits with a slightly acidic or sour flavour and therefore these fruits make excellent pickles. 

[image: gherkin-861550_960_720.jpg]

Figure 16: Cucamelons
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Growing Practices for Cucumbers and Gherkins
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Since Cucumis sativus is a tropical plant, plenty of sunlight and water are required for its healthy growth. A detailed account of growing requirements for these plants is given below: 
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Figure 17: Cucumber garden

Climate: Gherkins and cucumbers are tropical plants and therefore they prefer warm and moderately humid climates and lots of sunlight for their growth and fruit production. Being a warm season crop, it does not withstand frosts and extremely low temperatures. However it can tolerate a slightly cooler weather than the other cucurbits. They grow best at temperatures between 180C and 240C. 

Humidity: These plants prefer moderately humid environments but high humidity is detrimental for the crop growth. 

Site Selection: Sites or locations that are having moderate humidity and moderate rainfalls with plenty of sunshine are the most ideal sites for growing cucumbers and gherkins. 

Soil: Gherkins and cucumbers are grown successfully in many kinds of soils ranging from sandy to sandy loam to loam to heavy clay soils. For an early crop, sandy or sandy loam soil is preferred. Loam, slit loam or clay loam soils should be chosen for a commercial crop. Optimum soil pH should be between 5.5 and 6.7. As a general rule, soil should be fertile, porous and well-drained. These plants are sensitive to water-logging in the soil and therefore proper soil drainage is an essential requirement for growing cucumbers and gherkins. 
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Figure 18: growing stages of a cucurbit plant

Propagation: Gherkins and cucumbers are propagated by seeds. Seeds may be directly sown in the growing fields or seedlings may be raised in well-prepared nursery beds. 

Sowing Methods: There are two methods of sowing: ridge sowing and furrow sowing. 


	Ridge Sowing: In ridge sowing, ridges are prepared at proper spacing and seeds are sown on the ridges. 

	Furrow Sowing: In furrow sowing, furrows are made and seeds are sown on both edges of the furrows. 



Seed Germination Requirements: For getting a satisfactory seed germination rate, temperatures should be between 180C-280C. Seed germination will not happen if temperature is below 110C.
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