
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pumpkins to Grow 
by Susan Schieferle, UC Master Gardener 
 
What do you think about when you hear the word “pumpkin”? Usually, we think about pumpkin 
pies and Halloween jack-o-lanterns.  However, hundreds of years ago, our Native Americans 
roasted pumpkin strips over campfires, 
using them as a food source.  They also ate 
pumpkin seeds, used the flowers in stews, 
and made flour out of dried pumpkin.  
When the Pilgrims came to America, the 
Indians introduced them to pumpkins which 
became an important food staple.  In the 
late 1800’s, Halloween became a symbol of 
harvest celebrations emphasizing 
community and neighborhood activities. 
You can easily grow pumpkins in your own 
backyard! 
 
Pumpkin seeds are planted in June or early 
July for October harvest.  Can you think of anything more fun than your family harvesting their 
very own pumpkins?  Pumpkin seeds LOVE hot climates like we have in Tulare County.  Here is 
what to do: 
 
What to Plant:  Here are 3 popular vining varieties: 
1.  Jack-Be-Little:  Pumpkins are 3 inches by 2 inches at harvest.  The vines are not as long as 
other pumpkin varieties, only 10 to 15 feet long.  Maturity, or harvest, occurs in about 95 days.  
Plan on 6-12 mini pumpkins per plant. 
2.  Small Sugar:  Pumpkins are 5 to 8 pounds each, with longer vines. Harvest occurs at 100-
105 days.  Plan on 2-3 pumpkins per plant. 
3.  Jack O’ Lantern:  Pumpkins are quite large at 18-24 pounds, a perfect carving size.  Harvest 
occurs at 110 days.  Plan on 1-2 pumpkins per plant. 
 
Where to Plant: 
1.  Most pumpkin plants need an incredible amount of space for their vines to grow in.  A 
suggested growing area is 20 square feet for each plant.  Remember that you need space for the 
vines to grow! 
2.  Pumpkin vines can be twined alongside a fence, beside a driveway, across the back of a 
flower bed, and even twined around the outside of a basketball court (watch out for the balls!).  
You will be able to gently guide the vines anyway you would like! 
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How to Plant: 

1. Plant seeds directly into native soil.  Depending upon your soil it is often better to prepare 
the ground by mixing in some compost or amendment with some dry fertilizer (like 16-
16-16).  If you are short on ground space you could also plant in a 5 to 10 gallon plastic 
container with drainage holes. 

2. Make a mound of soil for planting the seeds.  In the mound, plant three (3) pumpkin 
seeds about 1 inch deep and 1 inch apart to assure germination and growth of at least 1 
seed.  If 2 or 3 seeds germinate, choose 
the healthiest looking seedling and pull 
out the others to insure one strong 
pumpkin plant. 

3. If planting several mounds be sure to 
space them 3 to 4 feet apart.  

4. Watering daily will help your young 
seedling get a good start. As plant vines 
start to cover the soil surface, it is time to 
switch to deep watering every 5-7 days, 
letting the soil surface dry near the plant 
base between waterings. 

5. Fertilize monthly, with about one (1) Tablespoon recommended vegetable fertilizer raked 
into soil.  If growing pumpkins in a container, then dilute the fertilizer in 2 gallons of 
water and apply. 

6. Bees visit the flowers and mover the pollen from male flowers to female flowers, then 
pumpkins will start to form. 

 
Now the waiting comes!  To make time pass quicker, your family could measure the growth of 
the vines weekly on a chart, which you could also transfer to a graph for some math practice.  
You could even make calendars and mark off each day closer to harvest!  Then you can have a 
harvest celebration of your own with neighbors and friends!  Have fun! 
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