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	Title: Plant Pumpkins Now for Halloween
	Author: by Greg Chadwell, Retired Master Gardener
	Page 1: I started growing Halloween pumpkins when I was young and I've been enjoying it ever since.  Although it took time to get the knack of it, my perseverance paid off and now my pumpkin patch "ain't too shabby".At first I was too eager to stick the seed in the ground.  Trial and error cured me of planting too early.  Seeds either rotted in cold soil or pumpkins were ready in August (a little early for the carving season).  I've finally learned how to grow all kinds of pumpkins from minis to giants. Pumpkins date back many centuries.  The Greek word for pumpkin is pepon, which means large melon.  The French changed it to pompon.  The English changed it to pumpion and the American colonists changed it to pumpkin. American Indians dried long strips of pumpkin and wove them into mats.  They also roasted pumpkin on the fire to eat.  Colonists sliced off the top, removed the seeds, filled the cavity with milk, spices, and honey, and baked it in hot ashes.  This was the first pumpkin pie.When to plant?If you want a big, solid, plump pumpkin at Halloween, then plant at the end of May or early June.  If you grow smaller pumpkins you can wait until late June or early July.  Jack-o-lantern varieties like Jack pot, Happy Jack, Jumpin Jack, etc. range from 10 to 20 pounds.  The mini ornamental varieties like Jack-be-Little and Baby Boo (white skin) weigh less than 2 pounds.  Pie pumpkins such as New England Pie are medium in size and have high dry matter content, which allows even cooking. How much room? There are so many varieties that any garden can accommodate a pumpkin plant or two.  The minis, like 'Munchkin' can be trained to grow on a wire fence or tomato cage.  The vine climbs up and the pumpkins hang down.  There is a bush type called 'Bushkin' that can grow in a big pot on any patio and still produce a 4 to 10 pound pumpkin.  Larger pumpkins like 'Jack O'Lantern', 'Big Max', and 'Cinderella' need lots of growing room, about 150 square feet between plants.  The superman of pumpkins is 'Atlantic Giant', a mammoth squash requiring at least 800 to 1000 square feet per plant.  A woman in Oregon grew this variety and set a new world record weight of 1262 pounds. Guess which one I'm hankering to try this year?How to start?Decide what type of pumpkin to plant and buy fresh, quality seed.  You can purchase from store racks, mail order, or if you are lucky, someone might share some of their special seed.  Prepare the ground by working organic matter and composted manure into the soil.  Big pumpkin vines are heavy feeders and require plenty of water.  Roots like to be moist but not soaked, so good drainage is desirable.  Form raised beds or hills to keep the crown of the plant from rotting.
	Page 2: I start my seed in 3-inch peat pots with the pointed end down.  I place them on top of my refrigerator, where it is warm, and the seeds pop up in 3 or 4 days.  Then I transplant them in hills in the garden.  However if you are planting in May or June it is okay to sow the seed directly in the ground.  Cucurbit seeds are rather large compared to most plants and they germinate readily when soil temperatures reach 85 to 90 degrees F.  Water young plants often so they develop good roots.  Strive for deep, but infrequent irrigations when plants are well rooted.Be sure to water well when the plants are in bloom and setting fruit.  The moisture helps cool the plant and the pollen that it is producing helping ensure good pollination.  Bees or beetles will move pollen from the male to female flowers that are produced on each plant.  One clue that plants are not getting enough water is that immature fruit will show small, light brown spots at the blossom end.  The affected area gradually expands into a sunken, leathery, brown or black spot as the fruit ripens. This is “Blossom End Rot”.  The problem is not associated with soil contact or with damage to other plant parts, but results from a low level of calcium in the fruit and water balance in the plant.  It is aggravated by high soil salt content or low soil moisture and is more common on sandier soils.  To reduce rot, monitor soil moisture to make sure that the root zone neither dries out nor remains saturated.  The disorder is not caused by a pest; there are no pesticide solutions.What about pests?Protect plants from insects like cucumber beetle, squash bug, and aphids.  Sometimes powdery mildew disease affects leaves, but the worst enemy is mosaic virus, which is spread plant to plant by aphids.  If it gets started early in the vine, pumpkins are never quite as big or as beautiful as they could be.  Don't panic, if you can grow zucchini, then you can grow pumpkins.  Specific pest information is available from the UC Integrated Pest Management website: http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu.  Go to Pests in Gardens, then Vegetables and Melons.Picking PumpkinsDepending on size, pumpkins take 60 to 120 days to mature.  The stem on the fruit will start to dry and mature fruit will develop hard outer shells.  Pumpkins hold well in the field or they can be stored for months in well-ventilated shade.  By October it's time to invite a few friends over and let them select their Halloween pumpkin from your patch.So are you hooked yet?  I am.  If you'll excuse me now, I want to go measure the bed of my pickup to make sure my 'Atlantic Giant' can be trucked to the county fair.
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