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Okra Production: Is It Possible in Michigan? 
 

Dr. Ron Goldy, MSUE 
Southwest District Extension Educator 

Southwest Michigan Research and Extension Center 
1791 Hillandale Road 

Benton Harbor, MI 49022 
goldyr@msu.edu 

 
 Okra (Hibiscus esculentus or Abelmoschus esculentus) is a member of the mallow family and 
native to northeast Africa.  Other members of the family include hibiscus and cotton.  Okra is truly a 
warm season crop growing best between 64o and 95oF, more specifically between 70o and 86o F.  Because 
of its heat requirement and minor status, little information is available for northern growing areas.  
However, this does not mean it cannot be grown in Michigan and other northern states. 
 Okra is an annual, and depending on variety and season, is capable of attaining 3 to 8 feet or more 
in height.  The edible portion is the immature seedpod and the enclosed, round seeds.  The seedpod is 
characterized by having a mucilaginous sap that when boiled alone produces a thick, slimy, generally 
undesirable mixture.  However, it is this characteristic that makes it suitable as a thickener in gumbo.  It 
can also be cooked by breading and frying. 
 Okra is extremely sensitive to nematodes so crop rotation is critical; try to follow corn or another 
grass crop.  Okra does best in well-drained sandy loam with a pH between 6.0 and 6.5.  Avoid heavy clay 
since it inhibits seed germination and may be too wet.  Okra should be planted when the soil temperature 
is above 70oF, because of this it is recommended in northern climates okra be grown on black plastic.  
Plastic heats the soil leading to earlier production, but it also controls weeds.  Drip irrigation must be used 
with plastic. 
 A preplant fertilizer application of 30#/acre nitrogen, 60#/acre phosphorous and 80#/acre 
potassium is recommended.  When plants are 6-inches tall, side dress with another 25#/acre nitrogen and 
then another 25# three weeks later.  If using drip irrigation, fertilizer can be applied through the system at 
the rate of 1# nitrogen to 2# potassium/acre/day. 
 Okra varieties come in various shades of green and red, the most popular being green (red 
varieties will turn green when cooked).  The more popular varieties are the open pollinated Clemson 
Spineless and the hybrids Cajun Delight, Annie Oakley II and Green Best.  Seed should be planted ½ to 1 
inch deep with final in-row spacing of 12 to 15 inches and between row spacing of 2 to 3 feet.  Double 
rows can be used if planting on plastic-mulched beds.  Rows on plastic should be 14 inches apart and the 
double rows 5 feet on center.  Okra does not transplant well. 
 Okra is quite drought tolerant but irrigation is still recommended, especially since it is generally 
grown on sandy sites.  It is not a heavy user of water – 1 to 1.5” a week should be enough under most 
growing conditions. 
 Okra will start flowering at around the fifth true leaf stage and will continue to flower until frost.  
The plant will have flowers and fruit at various stages of development.  In mid-season it will generally 
have at least one flower open and one fruit ready for harvest every day or every other day.  Depending on 
conditions, flowering to harvest should be about 5 days.  The okra plant has hairs that cause skin irritation 
so harvesters should wear gloves and long-sleeved shirts and fruit should be cut off.  Okra needs to be 
continually harvested to continue fruiting.  The presence of maturing pods reduces flowering. 



 Okra fruit has a high respiration rate and bruises easily so it should be handled carefully and 
cooled to no lower then 45 oF as soon as possible and stored at a relative humidity of 90 to 95%.  Under 
these conditions it should be able to be stored for 7 to 10 days.  Lower temperatures cause chilling injury 
and it should not be hydrocooled or come in contact with ice.   
 Beyond nematodes, okra currently has few pest problems in northern climates.  However, if 
production increases this may not always be the case.  The only insects I have experienced on okra are 
aphids and Japanese Beetles.  Stinkbugs can be an issue since when they feed on the fruit it causes 
curling.  Mites, thrips, caterpillars, loopers, corn earworm and other insects are reported problems in 
southern growing areas and may eventually become an issue in Michigan. 
 Okra is reported to be susceptible to Verticillium, Fusarium, Damping Off and leaf, stem and 
flower blights.  The only disease problem I have seen is powdery mildew.  But just as with insects, 
disease problems will no doubt increase if production increases. 
 Can okra be produced in Michigan?  The answer is yes.  The biggest problem is probably not 
production but in marketing it to a population that in general has little experience in okra consumption. 



 
 
 
 

Lessons Learned About Growing Spinach in Michigan 
 

Darryl Warncke, Crop & Soil Sciences, Michigan State University 
 

Spinach grows well under cool climatic conditions that generally occur in Michigan during 
the early spring and during the fall.  Spinach grows best in well drained soils with adequate soil 
moisture and soil fertility.  Any growth stress related to heat, moisture supply, nutrient supply or 
some other factor may trigger premature seed stem formation.  Studies conducted over the past two 
years have helped identify some of the factors for good spinach production.  Spinach is a fairly 
shallow rooted crop so good soil moisture needs to be maintained through regular irrigation or 
rainfall.  The more sandy the soil the more important it is to do timely irrigation.  It is good to 
maintain the soil moisture level between 70 and 90 percent of the soil moisture holding capacity.  
Because of uniform soil moisture supply, spinach grows well on well drained organic soils.   
 Because of the shallow root system it is best to incorporate supplemental nutrients no deeper 
than into the top 6 inches of soil prior to seeding the spinach.  On very sandy soils broadcasting 
needed nutrients on the soil surface after seeding can be done successfully if it is watered in with a 
good rain or irrigation.  Phosphorus and potassium levels should be above 35 ppm P and 85 ppm K in 
the soil.  Each ton of spinach harvested removes about 10 lbs nitrogen, 2.7 lbs phosphate (P2O5) and 
12 lbs K2O.  Additional amounts are required to grow the root system.  Nitrogen and sulfur are two 
very important nutrients for good spinach quality and yields.  Recent studies have shown that a total 
of 200 pounds of nitrogen per acre is necessary on sandy soils.  Less is needed on organic soils. To 
maintain a good supply of nitrogen throughout the growing period it is important to apply 50 to 60 lbs 
prior to planting and topdress 70 lbs at about 3 and 5 weeks after emergence.  This three way split is 
more effective than a two way split.  On sandy soils spinach responds very well to sulfur application, 
at least 20 lbs S per acre.  Field studies indicate this need can be meet by using ammonium sulfate as 
the nitrogen source or potassium sulfate as the potassium source.  Sulfur helps develop a dark green 
color as well as improve yield.  On organic soils or soils with over 3 percent organic matter benefit 
from sulfur is less likely to occur.   
 Maintaining a soil pH above 6.0 in mineral soils and above 5.5 in organic soils is important 
for spinach production.   Where the soil pH is below these levels, apply and incorporate limestone 
prior to planting, preferably 6 months ahead.  Magnesium levels need to be above 35 ppm on sandy 
soils and above 50 ppm on other soils.  If below this level, use dolomitc limestone or include 40 to 50 
lbs magnesium per acre in the broadcast fertilizer.  Spinach is known to benefit from boron, copper 
and manganese if these nutrients are low in the soil.  Of these three, boron is the most likely to be low 
in soils, especially very sandy soils and organic soils.  Including 1 to 2 lbs boron per acre in the 
broadcast fertilizer will meet the need of spinach.  Copper levels are generally adequate in soils, 
especially where copper fungicides have been used in the past.  Manganese is best applied as a foliar 
spray, supplying 1 lb actual manganese per acre in each application.  Manganese deficiency is most 
likely to occur on organic soils and on mineral soils with a soil pH above 6.5.  Where needed, this 
will improve the green color of the leaves.   



 
 
 
 

Weed Control in Spinach 
 

Bernard Zandstra 
Michigan State University 

     East Lansing, Michigan 
zandstra@msu.edu 

 
Spinach - General Information  
• Spinach is a cool-season crop; it bolts (goes to seed) if temperatures are too high -  
• 3-4 days > 80 F 
• Planting to harvest: 40-50 days 
• Several types: savoy, semi-savoy,smooth leaf 
• Most US production is in the west and south during winter or high elevations in summer 
• Chenopodiaceae family - also beet, chard, lambsquarters 

 
Herbicides Registered for Spinach  
• ROUNDUP - before planting or after harvest 
• POAST, SELECT - POST for grass control 
• STINGER - POST control of composites, legumes, nightshades, smartweeds 
• SPIN AID - POST control of mustards, lambsquarters, chickweed, purslane, ragweed 
• DUAL MAGNUM - PRE control of grasses, pigweed, nightshade 
• RO-NEET - PPI control of annual grasses, nightshade, mustards, pigweed, purslane 

 
Dual Magnum Preemergence on Spinach 
• Apply after planting - do not incorporate 
• Rate: 0.33-0.67 pt/acre; keep rate low on sand 
• Needs moisture to be activated 
• May stunt spinach, but usually crop grows out of it 
• 3rd party label - MVC - sign a waiver of liability  
• 40 day PHI 

 
Ro-Neet Preplant Incorporated on Spinach 
• Apply and incorporate before planting 
• Sandy soil only - not effective on muck soil 
• Rate: 1.4-2 qt/acre; incorporate immediately 
• Controls grasses, yellow nutsedge, some broadleaves 
• 45 day PHI 

 



Spin-Aid Postemergence on Spinach 
• POST to spinach with 4-6 leaves 
• Rate: 3-4 pt/acre 
• Temperature below 75 F 
• Crop not under stress; no dew on leaves 
• 40 day PHI 
• May injure spinach; use only as a rescue treatment for serious weed problems; try it on a small 

area 
 
Stinger Postemergence on Spinach 
• Apply at spinach 2-5 leaf stage 
• Rate: 4-8 fl oz/acre (.094-.188 lb ai/acre) 
• Limited weed spectrum - composites, legumes, smartweeds, nightshades 
• 21 day PHI 

 
A Weed Control Program for Spinach 
• Ro-Neet 1.4-2 qt/acre PPI or  
• Dual Magnum 0.3-0.6 pt PRE 
• Stinger if needed 2-3 weeks later 
• Poast or Select for grass control 
• Spin-Aid only as a rescue treatment 

 
Potential new herbicides for spinach 
• Outlook 

 



 
 
 

Lettuce Production: Knowing the Diseases 
 

R.S. Bounds (Graduate Student) and Dr. M.K. Hausbeck (517-355-4534) 
Michigan State University, Department of Plant Pathology 

 
I.  Diseases 
 Downy mildew is a foliar disease caused by Bremia lactucae, a fungal-like pathogen that 
requires host tissue to survive.  The disease can reduce quality and yield since diseased leaves must be 
removed prior to packing.  The disease is favored by cool, moist conditions which commonly occur 
during early spring and fall in Michigan.  Lettuce plants are susceptible to B. lactucae at all stages of 
growth.  Symptoms of downy mildew are characterized by light green to yellow angular lesions which are 
generally observed on older leaves first.  The lesions are variable in size and are often confined by leaf 
veins.  Older lesions turn brown.  White, fluffy spores are observed primarily on the underside of the 
lesions and are produced at temperatures of 41 to 75°F in low light conditions under high relative 
humidity.  The spores are dispersed by wind and can infect other lettuce plants in as little as three hours 
under optimal conditions.  Leaf wetness or high relative humidity is required for infection at optimal 
temperatures of 50 to 72°F.  New lesions can be detected in as few as four to seven days after infection.  
In Michigan, B. lactucae probably survives the winter as thick-walled spores (called oospores) in lettuce 
debris, but this assumption has not been proven.  Disease management tactics include the use of downy 
mildew-tolerant varieties and/or fungicides.  Fungicides should be applied prior to disease development 
and at regular intervals thereafter if cool, moist weather persists.  If overhead irrigation is used, it should 
be applied late in the day to avoid extended periods of leaf wetness.     
 
 Powdery mildew is a foliar disease caused by the fungus Erysiphe cichoracearum.  It is 
considered a minor disease in Michigan, although quality and yield can be reduced under certain 
conditions.  Unlike downy mildew, the disease is favored by warm, dry conditions which typically occur 
in the mid- to late-summer months in Michigan.  The disease primarily affects older leaves on plants 
approaching maturity.  Small, white tufts of the fungus are observed on both upper and lower leaf 
surfaces.  Entire leaves may become covered with the talcum powder-like growth and turn yellow then 
brown.  Powdery mildew spores are spread long distances by wind and germinate on host surfaces only in 
the absence of leaf wetness.  Fungicides should be applied prior to disease appearance if conditions are 
favorable for disease development.   

 
Drop is a soil borne disease caused by Sclerotinia minor and/or S. sclerotiorum.  In Michigan, 

only S. minor has been associated with drop in recent years, although no large scale surveys were 
conducted.  Drop is considered the most important disease of lettuce in Michigan and can result in 
substantial losses under certain conditions.  The initial symptom is the wilting of outer leaves.  The entire 
plant wilts as the infection spreads throughout the plant.  Characteristic signs of drop include fluffy, white 
fungal growth (mycelium) and hard, black overwintering structures (sclerotia) on the underside of lower 
leaves near the soil surface.  The sclerotia of S. minor are mostly circular and 1/16 to 1/8 inch in diameter.    
Sclerotia can survive in the soil for up to 8 to 10 years.  The disease is favored by cool, moist conditions 
and is primarily observed on plants nearing maturity.  The top 2 to 3 inches of soil should be kept dry, if 
possible, to avoid disease outbreaks.  Deep plowing buries recently formed sclerotia but may not be an 
effective practice if the soil is heavily infested.  Rotations with non-host small grains may be helpful.  
Both cultural practices and fungicides are needed to effectively manage the disease in heavily infested 



soils.  Fungicides may be applied prior to and after thinning and when the soil surface is disturbed by 
cultivation.     
 

Bottom rot is a soil borne disease caused by the fungus Rhizoctonia solani, a common soil 
inhabitant.  Lesions are red to brown and primarily occur on the underside of leaf midribs in contact with 
the soil.  Extensive damage may require additional trimming or render the plant unmarketable.  The 
disease is typically observed on plants approaching maturity and is favored by warm, wet weather.  
Lesions may develop within two days of infection when temperatures are 77 to 81°F.  Lower leaves wilt 
as the disease progresses.  Brown web-like threads (mycelia) of the fungus may be observed without 
magnification on infected leaves.  The fungus survives in infected debris as mycelia or as hardy 
overwintering structures (sclerotia).  Disease management practices include: deep plowing to bury 
infected debris; planting on raised beds; minimizing irrigation; and properly-timed fungicide applications. 
  

Aster yellows is caused by a phytoplasma which is transmitted to host plants by the aster 
leafhopper, Macrosteles quadrilineatus.  Losses to the disease vary year to year, but all lettuce plants 
showing symptoms are unmarketable.  Symptoms of the disease on lettuce include leaf yellowing and 
twisted growth.  The phytoplasma incubates inside the aster leafhopper for two weeks before it can be 
transmitted to susceptible plants.  An infected aster leafhopper carries the phytoplasma for its entire life 
and transmits it to susceptible plants after several hours of feeding.  The phytoplasma overwinters in 
perennial/biennial plants and weeds.  The majority of aster leafhoppers in Michigan migrate from the 
south in early spring.  The threat of aster yellows on susceptible host crops can be based on the proportion 
of leafhoppers carrying the phytoplasma and the number of leafhoppers present in the field.  Insecticide 
applications are recommended when aster leafhopper numbers reach a predetermined threshold, 
depending on the proportion of infected leafhoppers.  Removal of weed reservoirs may be helpful in 
reducing sources of the phytoplasma.  Carrot, celery, and onion are other important host crops in 
Michigan. 
 
II.  Selected products registered to manage diseases of lettuce in Michigan. 

Product* Active ingredient(s) Manufacturer Disease(s) 
Acrobat 50WP dimethomorph BASF downy mildew 
Aliette 80WDG  aluminum tris Bayer downy mildew 

Amistar 80WG azoxystrobin Syngenta downy mildew, powdery 
mildew, bottom rot 

Botran 75-W dicloran Gowan drop, gray mold 
Champ Formula 2 copper hydroxide Nufarm downy mildew 

Endura 70WG boscalid BASF drop, gray mold, bottom 
rot (suppression) 

Manex 4F maneb DuPont downy mildew 
Microthiol Disperss 80WP sulfur Cerexagri powdery mildew 
Phostrol phosphorous acid salts Nufarm downy mildew 
Previcur Flex propamocarb hydrochloride Bayer downy mildew 
Reason 500SC fenamidone Bayer downy mildew 
Rovral 4F iprodione Bayer drop, bottom rot 
Tanos 50DF  
(head lettuce only) famoxadone + cymoxanil DuPont downy mildew 

*Consult the product label for other diseases listed, rates, application instructions, precautions, etc. 



III.  Product Testing  
Downy mildew and powdery mildew.  This study was conducted at cooperator’s farm in Lapeer 

County, MI on a Houghton muck field previously planted to lettuce in 2004.  ‘Tall Guzmaine’ romaine 
lettuce seeds were planted on 22 Jul in rows spaced 12 in. apart on two-row raised beds centered 36 in. 
apart.  Treatment plots consisted of one bed 20 ft long.  Ten treatments were replicated four times in a 
randomized complete block design.  Fungicides were applied with a CO2 backpack sprayer equipped with 
two XR8003 flat fan nozzles spaced 19.5 in. apart and calibrated to deliver 50 gal/A at a boom pressure of 
53 psi.  Eight applications were made at 3- to 7-day intervals on 16, 23, 27, and 31 Aug; and 3, 7, 13, and 
20 Sep.  Downy mildew was assessed by counting the number lesions on 10 plants on 27 Sep.  Powdery 
mildew was assessed by visually estimating the percentage of diseased leaf area on 15 plants on 27 Sep. 

Cool, wet weather prompted downy mildew infection early in the cropping cycle and symptoms 
were detected on 24 Aug.  Warmer weather in Sep slowed downy mildew advancement, and provided 
ideal conditions for powdery mildew which was observed on 13 Sep.  All fungicide programs reduced the 
number of downy mildew lesions when compared to the untreated control (Fig. 1).  When alternated with 
Manex 4F, applications of Aliette 80WDG or Acrobat 50WP + Manex 4F significantly reduced the 
number of downy mildew lesions when compared to the weekly Manex 4F treatment.  Powdery mildew 
was reduced by all treatments (Fig. 2).  However, programs that included Pristine 38WG or Amistar 
80WG seemed especially effective.  Slight phytotoxicity, affecting approximately 1% of the total leaf 
area, was observed when Aliette 80WDG was alternated with Manex 4F. 
 
Figure 1.  Efficacy of products tested to control downy mildew of lettuce, 2004. 
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Figure 2.  Efficacy of products tested to control powdery mildew of lettuce, 2004. 
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Drop.  This study was conducted at cooperator’s farm in Lapeer County, MI on a Houghton 
muck field previously planted to lettuce in 2004.  ‘Tall Guzmaine’ romaine lettuce seeds were planted on 
22 Jul in rows spaced 12 in. apart on two-row raised beds centered 36 in. apart.  Plants were thinned to 
12-in. spacing on 24 Aug.  Treatment plots consisted of one bed 20 ft long.  Ten treatments were 
replicated five times in a randomized complete block design.  The field was cultivated on 7 and 17 Aug, 
and the beds were re-formed on 28 Aug.  Fungicides were applied with a CO2 backpack sprayer equipped 
with two XR8003 flat fan nozzles spaced 19.5 in. apart and calibrated to deliver 50 gal/A at a boom 
pressure of 53 psi, unless otherwise noted in the table.  Two or three applications were made at 14-day 
intervals on 16 and 31 Aug; and 13 Sep.  The number of healthy and dead or dying plants was recorded 
on 27 Sep.   

Signs of lettuce drop were detected throughout the field on 31 Aug.  Four fungicide programs 
limited drop to < 9% and included: Omega 500F; Contans WG followed by Endura 70WG; Endura 
70WG; and Switch 62.5WG (Table 1).  Two applications of the biopesticide Contans WG did not 
significantly reduce disease when compared to the untreated control.  All other treatments significantly 
reduced disease when compared to the untreated control.  Omega 500F was the only treatment to limit 
drop to < 2%; however, phytotoxicity was observed on 12% of the leaf area. 
 
Table 1.  Efficacy of products tested to control lettuce drop, 2004. 
Treatment and rate/A (application sequence)z % Dead plantsy 

Untreated control ........................................................................................ 22.9       dx 

Omega 500F 1.9 pt (1,2)............................................................................. 1.8 a 

Contans WG 6 lb (water incorporation)(1) 
Endura 70WG 11 oz (2).............................................................................. 7.9 ab 

Endura 70WG 11 oz (1,2)........................................................................... 8.8 ab 

Switch 62.5WG 14 oz (1,2) ........................................................................ 8.8 ab 

Rovral 4F 2 pt (1,2,3) ................................................................................. 9.7   b 

Pristine 38WG 18.5 oz (1,2) ....................................................................... 10.0   b 

Ronilan 50EG 2 lb (1,2,3) .......................................................................... 10.3   b 

Botran 75-W 2.7 lb (1,2) ............................................................................ 13.3   bc 

Contans WG 6 lb (water incorporationw)(1,2)............................................ 19.4     cd 
z Application sequence: 1 = 16 Aug; 2 = 31 Aug; 3 = 13 Sep. 
y Percent dead plants determined by counting the number of dead or dying plants on 27 Sep. 
x Means within a column followed by the same letter are not significantly different according the Waller-

Duncan Bayesian k-ratio t-test (k-ratio = 100). 
w Contans WG treatments were applied between rows in 1 gal of water per plot using a watering can and 

further incorporated with an additional 1 gal of water. 
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Pumpkins, Winter Squash, and Gourds for Niche Markets 
 

Elizabeth Maynard, Purdue University, 1401 S. US Highway 421, Westville, IN 46391 
emaynard@purdue.edu 

 
Pumpkins, winter squash, and gourds seem well suited to niche markets. There are many kinds 

and varieties available. When buying these items to be used as decorations, customers may be more 
willing to try something new than they would be when buying them to eat. In fact, something new may be 
just what they are looking for. In addition, these crops can last for months after harvest, so there is more 
time to introduce customers to the product and more time for them to make a decision before purchase. 

For the home decorating market, the distinction between pumpkin, winter squash and gourd 
seems to fade. Winter squash of all types are being used for indoor and outdoor decorating. The diverse 
colors provide an exciting palette compared to the orange, yellow and green most common in pumpkins 
and gourds. White or cream is found in Cucurbita maxima varieties like ‘Lumina’ and ‘Valenciano’; the 
C. pepo pumpkin ‘Cotton Candy’, acorn squash ‘White Cloud’ or ‘Cream of the Crop’, and the 
minipumpkin ‘Baby Boo’. Orangey-red is found in C. maxima varieties ‘Red Kuri’, ‘Sunshine’ scarlet 
kabocha, ‘Sun Spot’ buttercup, and the Cinderella-type pumpkins. ‘Jarradale’ and ‘Queensland Blue’ are 
C. maxima types with blue-green skin. Tan varieties include ‘Long Island Cheese’, ‘Fairytale’, 
‘Buckskin’, and ‘Kikuza’ (all C. moschata). Multicolored varieties include the orangey-red and green 
‘Lakota’ and ‘Turk’s Turban’ (red, green and white), both C. maxima; C. pepo varieties like ‘Sugar Loaf‘ 
and ‘Sweet Dumpling’ (green and white); ‘Carnival’ and ‘Festival’ (green, orange, yellow and white); and 
‘Celebration’ and ‘Sweet Lightning’ (orange and white). 

In addition to color, squash add excitement with unusual shapes, bumps, or ridges. The pear 
shape of a hubbard or kuri adds interest next to a round pumpkin. ‘Red Warty Thing’, and the similarly 
warted blue-green ‘Marina di Chioggia’ are covered with bumps; if it were a regular pumpkin you’d think 
it had a heavy dose of virus. ‘Galeux D’Eysines’ grows scabby bumps – anyone not aware that is how is it 
supposed to look would probably think it was diseased. The deeply ridged varieties like ‘Fairytale’ and 
‘Cinderella’ seem to belong in the land of make-believe. The ‘Yugoslavian Finger Fruit’ looks like a 
crown of thorn gourd with elongated points: a miniature spaceship masquerading as squash. 

Not everyone gets excited by new colors and shapes of pumpkins and squash. For some it is size 
that provides the excitement. Prize-winning giant pumpkins take an exceptional amount of attention to 
grow and probably don’t make sense for most operations. But it might make sense to grow giant 
pumpkins that aren’t big enough to win prizes, but are still big enough to impress at fall displays and 
“guess-the-weight” fund-raising events. ‘Wyatt’s Wonder’, ‘Prizewinner’ and ‘Dill’s Atlantic Giant’ are 
varieties that would fit in this niche. 

Decorating with pumpkins, squash, and gourds is often limited by the post-harvest life of the 
produce. A whole other world exists for those who use Lagenaria gourds. These are the white-flowered 
‘birdhouse’ gourds, members of the species Lagenaria siceraria. Before drying, they have attractive green 
skin with white patterns. Once gourds have dried they can be carved or painted if desired, and will last for 
a long time. These gourds come in a variety of shapes, including birdhouse, apple, swan and miniature 
bottle. 



 
With so many opportunities for decorating, it’s easy to forget that these cucurbits are also food. 

The diverse colors and shapes of winter squash may tempt enough adventurous cooks to support strong 
niche markets. The Lagenaria gourds are also known as ‘edible gourds’ because their young fruits 
(cucuzzi) can be used like summer squash, and young shoots and leaves eaten cooked like spinach. Most 
of the pumpkin pie we eat is made from canned pumpkins, but every year some people are determined to 
make their own pumpkin pie using a real pumpkin. Would there be a market for pumpkin and squash 
varieties that make the very best home-baked pie? Pumpkin and squash seeds have long been toasted for 
snacks. Trick-or-Treat, Triple Treat, and Snack Jack pumpkins all have hull-less seeds, which are easier 
to eat. Is there a future for a gourmet snack of pumpkin seeds? In Europe, pumpkins with hull-less seed 
are grown for pumpkinseed oil, which is used for culinary as well as medicinal purposes. ‘Kakai’ is one 
variety of this type available in the U.S.  

If any of these crops spark your interest, consider a trial planting for 2006. As cucurbits, the crops 
discussed here share the environmental requirements of standard pumpkins: they are warm season crops 
susceptible to chilling injury. Trial plantings can be started using practices similar to those already in use 
for pumpkins or winter squash. As experience is gained, improvements tailored to particular crops should 
be developed. The expected days to harvest for each variety should be noted to determine the appropriate 
planting date; if it is a very long season crop it might be necessary to start transplants in a greenhouse 
before it is warm enough to plant outside. Spacing between rows should be adapted to planting and 
cultivation equipment. For crops with vigorous vines, wider between-row and in-row spacings are 
common. In-row spacing, and to a lesser degree, between-row spacing, influences fruit size of types with 
medium to large fruit: lower plant population leads to larger fruit. The various species can differ in their 
susceptibility to insects such as the cucumber beetle and squash vine borer, and to diseases such as 
bacterial wilt and powdery mildew. A pest scouting program should take this into account and provide for 
recording information separately for different types.  

Good records of field operations, yield, and sales for a trial crop provide information that will 
help in making a sound decision about whether to add a crop to the production system. There may be an 
opportunity to increase your profits with new pumpkin, squash or gourd crops, or there may not. You and 
your business partners are the best qualified to decide whether one of these crops will help your business 
grow in the way you want. 
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Personal watermelons made headlines in The New York Times and the Washington Post, were 

mentioned on personal web logs, and drew a crowd at the 2004 Produce Marketing Association trade 
show in Chicago. They are also known as individual serving, mini, palm, and pocket melons. The 
presumed appeal of these seedless watermelons is their small size, ideally 3 to 7 lb: they fit easily in the 
refrigerator and can be eaten in a meal or two. 

Personal melons were trialed at the SW Purdue Ag Center in 2004 and 2005.1 In those trials, the 
average size of the personal watermelons has ranged from 5 to 9 lb. This is a bit larger than the 
descriptions of 2 to 5 lb. that have appeared in the news media. Yield of the personal watermelons in the 
SW Indiana trials was about the same as or less than standard-sized seedless melons trialed at the same 
location, and ranged from a low of 14.5 tons/acre in 2004 to a high of 49.3 tons/acre in 2005. High 
yielding named cultivars with red or pink flesh included Poquito, Extazy, and Petite Perfection. Cultivars 
with high soluble solids included Bibo, Bobbie, and Petite Perfection. Cultivars that received the highest 
flavor ratings included Petite Perfection, Bobbie, Betsy, Precious Petite, and Bibo. 

These melons may have a place in Midwestern vegetable farms. Customers who are currently 
buying seeded icebox watermelons might be interested in these slightly smaller seedless watermelons. 
Individual producers will need to assess the costs of production and various pricing scenarios to evaluate 
whether these melons would be a profitable addition to their product line. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Full reports of the trials are or available in the Midwest Vegetable Variety Trial Reports for 2004 and 
2005. Once published, they are available in hard copy from Purdue Extension Media Distribution, 1-888- 
398-4636, <www.ces.purdue.edu>, and on-line at Purdue’s Fruit and Vegetable Connection, 
<www.hort.purdue.edu/fruitveg/>, under Reports and Presentations. 


