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Grow Giant Pumpkins



excerpted from The Perfect Pumpkin
by Gail Damerow





Introduction



Over a million people are estimated to enjoy growing giant pumpkins, the largest member of the vegetable kingdom. Producing big pumpkins is great fun, especially since you can practically see them grow — a giant approaching maturity may gain 5 inches (12 cm) of girth and 15 pounds (7 kg) or more in a single day.


Early each October, the annual pumpkin weigh-off isstaged around the world. Gardeners converge on designated sites to heft their giants onto carefully calibrated scales and vie for the world record. Officials call in their site’s best weights to their sponsor’s headquarters, where the winner is determined. If a new record is established, it is submitted to the Guinness Book of World Records. To encourage the growing of exhibition pumpkins by offering prizes to its members, the Great Pumpkin Commonwealth was organized in 1993 as an informal coalition of weigh-off sites throughout the United States and Canada.


Growing giant pumpkins for sport goes back to at least the turn of the 20th century. In 1893 William Warnock of Goderich, Ontario, grew a 365-pound (166 kg) pumpkin — which in those days was considered quite a feat. In 1900 Warnock outdid his earlier effort by sending a 400-pounder (182 kg) to the Paris World’s Fair. In 1903 he again topped his own record with a 403-pound (183 kg) pumpkin exhibited at the St. Louis World’s Fair. Interestingly, in 1905 Warnock wrote down the basics of growing giant pumpkins, and they remain pretty much unchanged to this day.


The Rennie Seed Company bought a Warnock maxima — called ‘Goderich Giant’after Warnock’s hometown — and sold its seeds for 5 cents each. Howard Dill of Windsor, Nova Scotia, acquired some of the seeds and, through selective breeding, developed the ‘Dill’s Atlantic Giant’ — the variety that continues to break modern-day records.
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Warnock’s 1903 record stood until 1976, when Bob Ford of Coatesville, Pennsylvania, entered a 451-pound (205 kg) ‘Dill’s Atlantic Giant’at the U.S. Pumpkin Contest in Churchville, Pennsylvania. Howard Dill beat that record in 1980 with a 459-pounder (208 kg) entered into the Cornell Contest in Pennsylvania. The following year Dill broke his own record with a 493.5-pounder (224 kg).


In 1983 Dill and fellow big-pumpkin enthusiast Ray Waterman of Collins, New York, joined forces to form the World Pumpkin Confederation. At a weigh-off sponsored in 1984 by the fledgling organization, Dill’s record was broken by Norman Gallagher of Chelan, Washington, who entered a 612-pound (278 kg) specimen. A 671-pound (305 kg) pumpkin grown by Robert Gancarz of Wrightstown, New Jersey, took the record in 1986, and in 1989 Gordon Thomson of Hemmingford, Quebec, won with his 755-pounder (343 kg). Since then a new world record has been established nearly every year.


People laughed when Waterman first mentioned his belief that a 1,000-pound (454 kg) pumpkin would be grown by the end of the 20th century. But when Donald Black of Winthrop, New York, entered an 884-pound (401 kg) pumpkin in 1993, no one was laughing — they were all toiling to make Waterman’s “impossible”dream become a reality. The following year four growers broke the record, and one of them, Herman Bax of Brockville, Ontario, established a new record just 10 pounds (4.5 kg) short of the elusive 1,000 pounds. Then, in 1996, it happened — Nathan and Paula Zehr of Lowville, New York, grew a 1,061-pound (477 kg) pumpkin, and Waterman was vindicated.




Big Business
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Competitive pumpkin growing is big business, with prizes ranging as high as $10,000 and seeds from a record breaker worth as much as $10 each. A world-record pumpkin brings in several thousands of dollars more in display value. No wonder growers of giant pumpkins spend so much time studying soils, fertilizers, plant physiology, and even the effects of music on pumpkin growth.







Ready, Set, Grow


The obvious question becomes why record-breaking pumpkins all come from northern states, mostly in the Northeast. One answer is that the biggest pumpkins are all the cool-climate-loving maxima. The man who took it upon himself to enhance the growth rate of maximas through genetic selection happened to live in Nova Scotia, so over the years ‘Dill’s Atlantic Giant’ pumpkins have naturally become acclimatized to northeastern conditions.


Historian Mary Joan Barrett of Mallorytown, Ontario, gleaned the additional theories from competitive pumpkin growers:


• The long hot days and short cool nights of late summer in the northeastern United States and southeastern Canada are ideal for growing pumpkins, which exhibit their most spectacular growth rates from August 1 through September 15.


• Phenomenal size has something to do with the effect of growing near a large body of water, perhaps because water acts as a heat sink to create the steady climate pumpkins love.


• A tremendous camaraderie has developed among northeastern growers, who share tips and otherwise support one another in their efforts to achieve super results.


But the fun of growing giant pumpkins needn’t be confined to northern climates. In 1988 Extension agent George Killgore of Fentress County, Tennessee, launched a giant-pumpkin contest as a way to encourage more fruit and vegetable entries at his county’s fair. What started out as just a little fun to spark interest in the local fair has evolved into a countywide pumpkin-growing obsession that culminates with an annual Giant Pumpkin Festival in Allardt, Tennessee, complete with a pumpkin cook-off, along with the official weigh-off.


Sometimes people who see one of the big pumpkins for the first time are disappointed. It’s true that these pumpkins are huge, but their shells look pale and washed out compared to the bright orange color you’d expect of a proper pumpkin. Worse, the shape is somewhat flattened, as if the old boy had grown tired of the whole thing and was about to give up. Still, in size alone these big fellows are impressive enough.
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