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In the classic American children’s story, “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown,” the tale is told of a little boy, Linus, who is so enraptured with his beautiful pumpkin patch that he is convinced the fabled “Great Pumpkin,” who chooses only the sincerest pumpkin patch to rise from each autumn, will come from among his own patch and grant toys to all the children (Schulz M.).  Every Halloween, year after year, Linus sits late into the night in his pumpkin patch—much to the ridicule of his friends—as he waits for the Great Pumpkin who, of course, never shows up.  Linus perhaps would appear daft, but the reader understands it is the allure of the boy’s beloved pumpkin patch itself that draws him every year; the Great Pumpkin is just an excuse.  This charming story is but one illustration of how children and adults alike are enchanted by pumpkins: autumn’s humble treasures.  Pumpkins, which are richly steeped in history, folklore, and fiction, are grown for their food and carving value, as well as for multiple other uses.

The pumpkin, which is technically a fruit and not a vegetable, is believed to be native to the Americas.  The earliest known trace of pumpkins lies in the remains of pumpkin seeds that have been found in burial tombs and caves within Mexico’s Tamaulipas Mountains; some of these seeds date back as far as 7000 B.C. (Damerow).  As well, preserved seeds and pieces of pumpkin shells and stems have been found among ancient ruins of Native cliff dwelling peoples in the southwest region of the United States.  Throughout much of history, pumpkins were not well known to other parts of the world.
Before Columbus made his famous voyage to the New World, pumpkins were only really known to the indigenous peoples of the Americas.  Much of the rest of the world was unaware of pumpkins until The North American Native Indians introduced European settlers to them.  In particular, it was a compassionate Native Indian by the name of Squanto who, after witnessing the many hardships of the struggling Pilgrims during their first winter in the New World, met with them in the spring of 1621 (Tindall and Shi) and taught them how to plant pumpkins along with corn.  In autumn of the same year, the Pilgrims included pumpkin as part of their celebratory feast that year, which they shared with their Indian friends.  In 1623, the Pilgrims held another feast, and eventually this event evolved into the yearly holiday of Thanksgiving—which to this day involves pumpkin pie and would be incomplete without it.  Inevitably, some Europeans took pumpkins back to the Old World where people welcomed this interesting new fruit, and soon, pumpkins were being grown from the west of Europe to East Asia (Ensminger).  There were some interesting tales about pumpkins, and more continued to develop as pumpkins spread to places they had never been grown before.
There is folklore around the world that involves some manner of legend or old wives’ tale about pumpkins.  Often, pumpkins will play a prominent role in stories as a protector or provider.  Examples of this are found in certain Indian tales in which rivers and oceans full of fish have flowed forth from pumpkins in order to prosper the people (Boisset).  As well, pumpkins have been said to bring forth precious oils, rice, and various treasures of silver and gold.  In Africa and Asia, pumpkins have been associated with reincarnation, which may have led to apocolocynposis—the fear of turning into a pumpkin (Damerow 149).  Of all the stories about pumpkins, one of the best is the Irish tale of how jack-o’-lanterns came to be.
Stingy Jack was a crafty Irishman who once, on a whim, invited the Devil for a drink (Austin).  True to his namesake, Stingy Jack wanted to avoid having to pay for the drinks, so he persuaded the Devil to turn into a coin that would suffice for the tab.  When the Devil obliged, Jack put the coin in his pocket with a silver cross that locked the Devil in his coin form.  With a bit of bartering, Jack agreed to free the Devil under the condition that he could not bother Jack anymore for a year nor claim his soul if he died.  A year passed, and the Devil found Jack who promptly persuaded the Devil to climb a tree to fetch some fruit… at which point, Jack quickly carved a cross into the tree.  Unable to climb back down past the cross, the Devil bartered some more with Stingy Jack, and in exchange for freeing the Devil, Jack won ten more years of freedom from him.  When Stingy Jack died not long after, Heaven refused him, and Hell would not take him either.  The Devil sent Jack away to wander alone in the night, and when Jack complained he could not see in the darkness, the Devil tossed Jack a fiery coal from the flames of Hell itself to light his way.  Stingy Jack carved out a turnip to put the coal in, and he has been wandering around with it ever since.  Jack came to be known as “Jack of the Lantern:” a term which later evolved into “Jack O’Lantern.”  Over time, a carved out pumpkin took the place of Jack’s carved out turnip, and a candle inside took the place of the coal.  Now, untold numbers of pumpkins are carved into “jack-o’-lanterns” in a yearly autumn tradition.  In addition to being a part of old folktales, such as the tale of Stingy Jack, pumpkins have also charmed their way into various works of published fiction.
Pumpkins have played noted roles in many well loved books and films.  In Disney’s Cinderella, a humble pumpkin is transformed into a beautiful carriage by the fairy godmother.  In the cartoon adaptation of Washington Irving’s novel, The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, the Headless Horseman hurled his fiery pumpkin head at the terrified Ichabod Crane.  In the Harry Potter series of books, pumpkin juice is a fancied drink among the students.  Additionally, pumpkins are the central theme in Charles M. Schulz’s classic Peanuts story “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown.”  The well storied pumpkin, which has added mystique and personality to so many books and films, can be fun and easy to grow.
There are a lot of pumpkin varieties to select from when choosing what to grow.  A very popular, classic, multiuse pumpkin is known as the Connecticut Field pumpkin, and it is well suited for both pie-making and carving (Langsner).  There are very small varieties of pumpkins that serve splendidly as decorative items, such as the Jack-Be-Little and the Munchkin, and there are very large varieties that grow to the size of washing machines (or larger), such as the Atlantic Giant and the Big Max.  Among the preferred pumpkin varieties that are specifically grown for making pies are the Small Sugar pumpkin and the Winter Luxury Pie pumpkin.  Whatever type or types of pumpkins are to be grown, it is important to plant them at the proper season.
The specific time of year to plant pumpkins will, of course, depend on the location and climate in which the pumpkins will be grown.  A good rule of thumb to keep in mind is that pumpkins should be planted after the warm season begins and all danger of frost has passed.  In order for the pumpkin seeds to sprout and begin taking root, the soil temperature must be at least 60° Fahrenheit.  Generally speaking, if the blackberries have started to bloom and the soil is warm enough to sprout corn, then by that time, it should be safe to plant pumpkins (Damerow39).  Daytime temperatures, ideally, should be around 80 or 85°F, and ideal nighttime temperatures should be around 60 or 65°F… but, within reason, pumpkins will tolerate temperatures outside of those ranges.  Pumpkins are a long-season crop and, to reach maturity, require approximately 85 to 110 days (Nazor Hill).  Thus, in order to assure that pumpkins have plenty of growing time and can be harvested before the next frost comes, it is important to begin planting fairly soon after the warm season begins.
The planting process for pumpkins involves several important steps.  First, the soil for planting should be prepped—preferably during the early spring—with compost or manure (Boisset20).  When the risk of frost is certain to have passed and the soil is beginning to warm up well, shallow depressions for planting should be made approximately two to three feet apart.  Several pumpkin seeds should be dropped into each depression about an inch deep and lightly covered with fine soil (Damerow43).  If there is any doubt about the soil meeting the minimum temperature requirement of 60°F that is necessary for the seeds to germinate, then black plastic can be draped over the soil in order to help warm it enough for the seeds to sprout.

Germination, which should occur within five days in warmer soil, and up to ten days if the soil is a bit cool, begins the pumpkin’s journey to harvest time.  Frequent watering is important in the early stages of plant growth.  Pumpkin vines begin growing their leaves about two weeks after germination.  The leaves will have slightly jagged edges and be somewhat heart shaped (Damerow48).  Pumpkin plants are monoecious, which means they contain both male and female flowers on the same plant (Damerow59).  When flowers develop, a male is recognized by the simple, straight stem at the base of its flower; and a female is recognized by the marked growth or “ovary” at the base of its flower.  It is this ovary that, after pollination by bees or even manual pollination by hand, becomes the actual pumpkin (Goldman).  Protection from insects and disease must be ensured for healthy pumpkin growth.

It is relatively easy to protect pumpkins from the variety of insects and diseases that threaten them over the course of their growing cycle.  Pumpkin plants may be sprayed with an insecticide to help discourage common pumpkin enemies such as squash vine borers and cucumber beetles (Walsh).  Further protection for the vines may be accomplished by burying them just beneath the soil, which will also encourage a second root system that will be an overall benefit to the plant.  After “mating season” when the pumpkin plants’ flowers are pollinated, it is a good idea to make a “bed” for the pumpkins to rest on; this will protect the health of the pumpkin by prohibiting rodents, insects, and rot from penetrating the pumpkins’ undersides.  Good bedding choices are wood, Styrofoam, or even sand (Walsh3).  Not to be overlooked is the necessity for pumpkin plants to receive adequate food and drink throughout their growth period.
During the growing process, pumpkins will consume a lot of nourishment and water from the soil.  Ideally, pumpkin plants should receive about an inch of water per week—which translates to several hours or more of rainfall… so if the region enters a dry spell with little or no rain, it may be necessary to water the pumpkins by other means (Langsner4).  Additional nourishment can be provided to the plants by feeding them “compost tea” several times during the growing season.  Compost tea is made by filling a burlap bag or old pillow case with finished compost and, after tying the open end together, putting the item in a container of water.  The item is then agitated in the water for a few minutes before being left to steep for several days as the nutrients in the compost are leached out (Smith, Friend, and Johnson).  Periodic weeding may be of benefit to the pumpkin plants as well in order to ensure they do not have to compete with random vegetation for nourishment and water.  This is all there is to do until harvest time (Whiteside).
Pumpkins may be harvested at most any time after their color becomes lush and bright, and their shell becomes firm and hard (Langsner4).  The entire process, from seed to harvest, takes approximately 85 to 110 days (Nazor Hill).  When ready, the pumpkins should be cut away from their vines with pruning shears, and the stems should be left attached in order to prevent disease from entering into the pumpkins.  Pumpkins should be handled carefully in order to avoid bruising or scratching them, which can shorten their storage life.  Harvested pumpkins may be used for a variety of purposes.
Pumpkins, which are sometimes valued more as novelty items than as food, actually have many positive health benefits.  Pumpkin is a food that tastes good and can be eaten in large quantities, because a one-cup serving only contains about 50 calories.  As well, pumpkin contains no cholesterol or fat, but provides as much (or more) fiber per serving as most breakfast cereals (Damerow153).  Pumpkin contains various nutrients, including calcium, Vitamin C, and a fair amount of beta carotene—which is converted in the body to Vitamin A.  When consumed regularly, the nutrients in pumpkin can actually help fight infection, battle heart disease, and even build resistance to certain cancers.  The most popular way to enjoy the health benefits of pumpkin is, of course, to make a pumpkin pie.
Gail Damerow, author of “The Perfect Pumpkin,” says in her book that of all the numerous pumpkin pie recipes she has tested through the years, one in particular is her absolute favorite.  The recipe is titled, simply, “Traditional Pumpkin Pie,” and this is how it is made.
	2 eggs
	¼ teaspoon nutmeg

	¾ cup brown sugar
	2 tablespoons boiling water

	5 ounces evaporated milk
	1 ½ cups scorched pumpkin

	1 ½ teaspoons cinnamon
	¼ cup half and half

	½ teaspoon salt
	½ teaspoon ginger

	1 prepared, unbaked 9” pastry shell 
	


1. Preheat oven to 425°F (220°C).
2. Beat the eggs and add the sugar, milk, spices, and boiling water.

3. Combine with the pumpkin and half and half.

4. Pour into the pastry shell.  Bake in the preheated oven for 15 minutes, then lower the heat to 300°F (150°C) and bake for 25 minutes more, or until the filling completely coagulates except for a small circle at the center.

There are still other surprising health benefits associated with pumpkins that are worth mentioning.  Mary Joan Barett, a pumpkin historian, reports that Native American Indians used pumpkin to treat infections of the kidneys, as well as to rid the body of parasites.  The Mayans used the sap of pumpkins to treat burns, and even the leaves of pumpkins have been put to good use: they may be crushed and used as a rub to ward off flies.  Additionally, the seeds of the pumpkin are beneficial, as they have been used to treat bladder infections and may contribute to prostate health as well.  In addition to all the positive health benefits of pumpkins, they do, of course, have incredible novelty value.

In celebration of Halloween, numerous pumpkins are carved into jack-o’-lanterns every autumn… especially in North America where this yearly tradition has been widely celebrated for as long as anyone can remember.  A jack-o’-lantern is simply a hollowed out pumpkin in which holes and designs are carved into the shell in order to resemble facial features or other images.  A light source, usually a candle, is then placed inside the jack-o’-lantern to illuminate the carved image—especially at night.  It is a festive sight during the Halloween season to observe the many jack-o’-lanterns in neighborhoods and surrounding communities.  People carve jack-o’-lanterns resembling everything imaginable—scary faces, cartoon characters, celebrities, written messages, and pretty much everything else, too.  Pumpkin carving has, over the years, become a real art form that everyone, regardless of skill level, can enjoy.  Of course, though, making jack-o’-lanterns is just one of many novelty uses for pumpkins.
The various uses for pumpkins are, ultimately, only limited to peoples’ imaginations.  “Pumpkin chunking” is the art of using catapults, cannons, or just plain arm-slinging power, to fling a pumpkin far into the distance.  There is even a “world championship punkin chunkin” contest held in Delaware each November.  Pumpkin beer is an interesting novelty as well during the autumn season.  According to legend, George Washington himself brewed pumpkin porter while he was at Mount Vernon (Waidelich).  Those with small children or animals may want to sit them in a hollowed out, well cleaned pumpkin for an interesting photo opportunity.  In some parts of the country, such as in Burlington, Vermont, people have annual pumpkin regattas.  They grow mammoth pumpkins, hollow them out, set them in the lake via forklift, hop in with a paddle, and race (Mervis S.)!  Indeed, there are many creative ways to use pumpkins.  Pumpkins have even been used as a way to rehabilitate troubled teens.
Mike Firestine, senior vice-president and agriculture lending officer at Fulton Bank in Lebanon, Pennsylvania, has used his pumpkin fields as a way to help problem teens (Cocheo).  Firestine has, for more than 30 years, grown thousands of pumpkins annually.  When some local kids set fire to a field of oats that belongs to Firestine, he decided that rather than press criminal charges, he would allow the kids to work off their guilt in his pumpkin fields.  The authorities were enthusiastic about the idea as well.  Soon, some local schools heard about the ordeal and asked Firestine if he might be willing to take on some other teens that had behavioral problems.  Firestine obliged and put them to work as harvest workers.  The teens helped out as pumpkin pickers, cutters, throwers, and catchers.  Firestine reasoned that some of these kids just needed an ear, and a pumpkin field was as good a place as any to talk.  Some of the kids greatly improved and were rehabilitated by working with Mike Firestine.  However, one can only wonder if the pumpkins themselves had a little magical influence in the situation.
In some form or fashion, everyone can appreciate pumpkins.  Pumpkins have been richly adding to peoples’ lives for quite awhile—from their earliest known history in the mountains of Mexico in 7000 B.C., to the Pilgrims’ autumn feast in the 17th century; to the folklore and fiction that has surrounded them throughout time; and to the dinner tables, the front porches, and the entertainment agendas of modern day peoples each fall—pumpkins have proven to be quite an enchanting fruit.  As for Linus, the boy in Schulz’s classic story who believes in the Great Pumpkin, who knows… perhaps, if there is a heart that wants to believe in something great, it just might find a bit of magical inspiration among autumn’s humble treasures.
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