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Producing and Marketing Large Pumpkins 
 

Ron Goldy, MSUE 
Southwest Michigan Research and Extension Center 

1791 Hillandale Road, Benton Harbor, MI 49022 
E-mail: goldy@msu.edu 

 
Large pumpkins never fail to draw attention, but the amount of people looking far exceeds the number 
buying.  Growing them big, therefore, guarantees an automatic audience but not an automatic sale.  Also, 
growing large pumpkins involves more then just planting seed and standing back.  Some growers take 
that approach, but they end up with a variety of shapes and sizes – not all desirable.  This presentation 
discusses growing techniques to improve pumpkin quality in the 200 pound range - not 1500 pound 
record breakers.  A 200 pound pumpkin is an impressive fruit but still can be easily handled by two 
adults.  Ideas on marketing are also presented. 
 
What we call pumpkins generally come from two Cucurbita species; C. pepo and C. maxima.  Jack-O-
Lantern pumpkins are C. pepo while pumpkins in this presentation are C. maxima.  The basic difference 
is the C. pepo group has angular stems while C. maxima have round stems. 
 
The two varieties planted in 2006 were Prizewinner and Wyatt’s Wonder.  Prizewinner was by far the 
better of the two.  It produced larger, more pumpkin-like fruit and the plants appeared more healthy and 
vigorous.  Wyatt’s Wonder fruit tended to be a reddish-orange, smooth surfaced and also cracked during 
the rainy period in September.  Both are hybrids and there will be occasional off-type plants producing 
fruit with odd shape and color. 
 
Plants were direct seeded June 13 and spaced at 10 feet in the row and 11.5 feet between rows.  They 
were fertilized preplant on a per acre basis with 150# - 33-0-0, 300# - 0-0-60, 100# - Cal-fortified, 25# - 
sulfur and 20# Solubor.  Fertilizer was also applied through the drip on a weekly basis alternating with 
Nitro-Formula and Urea Mate.  Drip fertilizer rates have been purposely left out since this will vary with 
site and grower.  Weeds were controlled with Curbit, Select and hand weeding.  These pumpkins are 
susceptible to standard pumpkin problems so insects and diseases were controlled with recommended 
commercial practices.  Irrigation is critical especially during fruit sizing in August.  Drip irrigation is best 
since it will keep the leaves dry and allows for more precise water and fertilizer applications. 
 
Somewhat late planting and weather conditions during July delayed fruit set until mid-August.  When 
fruit did set, the vine on both sides of the fruit was propped up with stakes.  Fruit weight caused it to turn 
down so the blossom end was on the ground.  Some fruit was allowed to form without any props resulting 
in two distinctive fruit shapes.  Propped fruit provided a flat bottom and a more round, symmetrical fruit.  
Non-propped fruit were oblong and had a flat side.  Both shapes may be of value since they provide 
different surfaces for carving or etching – one short and broad, the other tall and narrow. 
 
C. maxima plants develop roots at the base of every leaf.  These roots need to be cut near the fruit so the 
vine can rise off the ground or they may cause the pumpkin to be torn off the vine as the pumpkin 
expands.  For larger pumpkins only one or two fruit per plant should be allowed to form all others should 
be removed as soon as possible. 



Since the plants produce such large leaves they are prone to wind damage.  Leaves are caught by wind 
and plants may break off at the soil line. So plantings on windy sites will need protection until they are 
weighed down with fruit or anchored by developing roots. 
 
Harvesting and moving these pumpkins can be difficult.  A good way to move them short distances is to 
simply turn them on their side and roll them.  Moving them longer distances and getting them onto a truck 
or trailer is best accomplished by placing them in a sling.  A sturdy throw rug of adequate size works 
well.  Otherwise, landscape cloth tacked to 2” x 2” boards makes a nice sling.  Care must be taken since 
the skin can easily be scratched and landscape cloth is somewhat abrasive. 
 
Growing large pumpkins is not much different than other pumpkins.  The bigger problem comes in 
marketing since not many people are going to want something they find hard to carry.  A few customers 
will take them, especially if the pumpkins are well shaped.  A better use of these pumpkins may be for 
indirect promotion of you business.  They could be grown and given to fund raising activities conducted 
by church, school or civic organizations.  When you give pumpkins, give them so the name of your 
business always accompanies it along with coupons to bring people to your business.  You do the 
production and let the group do the marketing.  However, you need to create a reason for people to want 
them.  Just being big isn’t enough, you need to add value.  Value is added by making them unique 
through etching or painting. 
 
Fund raisers usually take the form of raffles, auctions or sponsorships.  The raffle or auction route 
requires a certain amount of supervision.  If it is a group of youths it is best to work with the teacher or an 
adult advisor.  It seems the first thing many kids want to do with large pumpkins is smash them.  I advise 
against this since it can get out of control and make a mess - providing a generally negative experience. 

 
I have tried both silent and reverse auctions and they have good and bad points.  A silent auction is where 
bidders sign a sheet with their name and bid and then others come along and do the same thing – each 
time raising the bid.  This works well if you have the same group together for a set amount of time (fund 
raising banquet, football game, etc.).  It needs to be the same group so bidders can occasionally check 
where they stand and make another bid id they are interested.  It also needs a certain amount of 
supervision if younger children are present since they don’t fully understand the idea of an auction.  They 
may come up and write $400.  It’s not a real bid but it stops all other bidding.  If there are out of town 
bidders silent auctions can only run for a short period of time (hours not days).  Otherwise you close off 
anybody not from the area since they may need to take possession at the end of the event. 
 
Reverse auctions start out with the price set high and then goes down over time.  This works for extended 
periods such as over a weekend.  The price could be set high for Friday, goes down on Saturday and then 
again on Sunday.  You may even want the lowest bid to be, “Make an offer.”  The first person willing to 
pay the price gets the pumpkin.  This also accommodates out of town bidders and discourages younger 
bidders since the price is clearly displayed. 
 
The group running the auction may want to have one or two back up pumpkins.  They use the best one for 
the main auction and give it to the winner.  The back up pumpkins can then be offered to lower bidders, 
and if they want them the group makes more money. 
 
I have yet to fully try the sponsorship approach but plan on using it in 2007.  I think this has the 
possibility for making the most money for the organization.  It is a more planned approach, but that could 
be the biggest problem with it – it requires some planning and coordination.  In this approach the group 
seeks out those who are willing to pay a set price for the pumpkin that has some type of etching or 
painting on it.  The etching could take the form of their business logo, favorite high school, college or 
professional sports logo, a name (for birthday parties), scenery or others.  Someone in the group has to 



have the artistic talent for the art work.  Many, however, could be done with stencils.  There could also be 
an extra charge for more extensive art work.  In some instances there is the potential for trademark 
infringement that needs to be considered. 
 
The limited amount of sponsorship I did in 2006 was positive.  Some business owners who saw the 
etchings at the auctions wondered how they could get their logo on a pumpkin.  Of course, by then it was 
too late.  I also gave two pumpkins with a Dairy Queen logo etched into them to the local Dairy Queen 
owner.  He in turn used them for an in-store promotion where customers were to guess the weight.  The 
winner got a $50 DQ gift certificate and those within three pounds got a $5 certificate.  His experience 
was positive.  I think the uniqueness of the etched pumpkin combined with the money going to a good 
cause is a winner.  I would offer two pumpkin sizes and two prices. 
 
Whatever route you may take make sure to work with someone you know to be responsible.  You don’t 
want your name and the name of your business associated with a negative event. 




