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The Tale of the Large Pumpkin: 
The Saga Continues 

 
Dr. Ron Goldy, MSUE 

Southwest Michigan Research and Extension Center 
1791 Hillandald Road, Benton Harbor, MI 49022 

goldy@msu.edu 
 
Many people are impressed by 100+ pound pumpkins.  Their first questions usually are, “Is it real?” 
followed by, “Can I touch it?”  However, just because it’s big and draws attention doesn’t mean it will 
sell.  Size may actually be a detriment since most don’t want the hassle of moving it.  So sales of large 
pumpkins don’t reflect interest.  Etching (removing the outer surface of skin and when it heals it leaves a 
scar) adds value and places a message on it that might inspire some to purchase it in support of a 
charitable cause or to show affiliation to sports teams, occupations or other areas of interest. 
 
The idea of using the attention generated by large pumpkins for fundraising has been explored since 2005.  
In 2005 the effort was simply raffling off a large pumpkin (Figure 1).  The winner got the pumpkin.  That 
effort raised $250 and we learned some things for 2006 – namely it needs to be more than just a large 
pumpkin for people to want to take it home.  In 2006 we increased interest by etching.  Etchings were 
quite simple and mostly consisted of out lined block letters for sports teams (Figure 1.)  These attracted 
more attention than plain pumpkins and we raised $650 - a significant increase over 2005.  We also 
learned our etching technique could be more aggressive and we had the idea that we should pre-sell, or 
take orders on what people might want on the pumpkin, etch it and then deliver it in September. 

Figure 1.  The 250# pumpkin used in the 2005 fund raiser (left).  Examples of etchings in 2006 (middle) 
and in 2007 (right). 
 
For 2007 we investigated two areas whether or not heavy mulch would reduce fruit rots and pre-sales.  
This presentation will report on both areas. 
 
Mulching:  Much to growers’ frustration, pumpkins are prone to fruit rots of various kinds.  Many fungi 
responsible are in the soil ready to infect the pumpkin plant or fruit under the proper conditions.  If a 
barrier is placed between the fruit and the ground, fruit rots may be reduced.  This is particularly 
important if value is added through etching since it is not desirable to etch two or three pre-sold pumpkins 
just to be sure you get one.  To reduce fruit rots, old hay from round bales was unrolled between the rows 



just as the pumpkins were beginning to runner.  The hope was to have most fruit develop on the protective 
layer of hay.  Due to lack of adequate funding and time this was an observation trial only.  Two varieties 
were used; Prizewinner and Super Herc. 
  
A significant amount of the young plants became infested with seed corn maggots.  This is the first time 
seed corm maggots have been a problem at SWMREC.  They are attracted to soils with higher levels of 
decaying organic matter and the field used had a high level of yellow nut sedge which made it difficult to 
work, resulting in the soil surface having a high amount of decaying nut sedge.  Maggots seemed more of 
a problem on Prizewinner than on Super Herc. 
  
There did not appear to be any decrease in fruit rots in the mulched area.  Rots were observed more or less 
randomly throughout the planting.  Other observations included generally more and larger fruit in the 
mulched area and the plants stayed greener later into the season in the mulched area.  Soil analysis 
revealed higher potassium (82 vs. 144 ppm) and slightly higher soil nitrate levels (2.5 vs. 3.6 ppm) in the 
mulched area.  It seems unlikely these levels could have caused what was observed.  There was more 
apparent moisture in the soil under the mulch but the entire planting was drip irrigated and did not suffer 
from drought symptoms.  The reason(s) for the extended green is unclear at this time. 
 
Etching and Fund Raising:  To aid pre-selling a two-sided, tri-fold, color brochure was developed.  It 
had fund raising specifics with a cut off section to be sent back with the order.  Brochures were given to 
individuals and business operations during June and July with an ordering deadline of August 1 that was 
extended to August 15.  When the idea of the fund raiser was explained, everyone thought it was a great 
and unique idea but orders didn’t seem to equal their enthusiasm.  Etchings were made between August 
18 and September 2. 
  
Etchings were pre-drawn with dry erase markers or with spray paint and a stencil for more complicated 
logos.  Doing this always left some marker or paint on non-etched areas.  Marker and paint residue can 
best be removed using WD-40 sprayed directly on the pumpkin and wiped with a paper towel.  It also 
adds a nice shine to the pumpkins. 

On August 18, before etching wounds had a 
chance to dry, it began to rain and rained almost 
daily over the next week (six inches total).  Even 
with this amount  rain and humidity there was 
surprisingly no mold on the etchings.  In late 
September and October a black mold did 
develop on the etched areas (Figure 2), but this 
was removed by spraying with 70% isopropyl 
alcohol.  When harvested September 21 the 
amount of healing on pumpkins etched August 
18 looked similar to those etched September 2. 

  
A total of $732 was raised from the fund raiser - higher than the previous year.  Pre-sales accounted for 
$525 of the total.  Even though we raised more money I didn’t consider it a success given the amount of 
time and effort required.  The etchings that made money in 2006 did not make as much in 2007.  Few 
pumpkins etched for speculation sales sold.  People were impressed - but they didn’t buy. 
  
A special fund raiser was initiated by a local radio station.  We etched a pumpkin with their logo and gave 
it to them hoping for free publicity.  This worked far better than expected.  The morning DJ picked had a 
lot of on air fun with it.  He set up a contest on guessing the weight and the winner would get dinner for 
two and two $10 passes to Celebration Cinema – dinner and a movie for two.  Each guess cost $1.  
During the course of the fund raiser they interviewed two of the volleyball players, had two live 

Figure 2.  Black fungal growth on the etched area 
of the pumpkin (left) and results of spraying with 
70% isopropyl alcohol. 



broadcasts at Barbott’s Farm and Greenhouse where they featured it in their on-air conversations and they 
had Public Service Announcements at other times.  The extra publicity helped the fund raiser and 
Barbott’s because their name was mentioned with the pumpkin since that is where it was displayed.  
Several people that stopped at Barbott’s made reference to hearing about the pumpkin on the radio. 
  
The radio station pumpkin developed a rot on one of the pressure points on the bottom.  Fortunately it 
was discovered soon enough.  The pumpkin was turned upside down and the soft, decayed tissue scraped 
awasy leaving a hole approximately 1-inch in diameter and two-inches deep.  The hole was then filled 
with hydrogen peroxide and let set for several minutes.  The peroxide was removed and the hole filled 
with 70% alcohol and again let set for several minutes before removing it and drying the tissue in the hole 
with a hair dryer.  This procedure had to be done on Friday and Monday for two weeks.  The fungal 
growth was slowed so the pumpkin was not severally affected during the time it was needed. 
  
Etchings were made on Prizewinner and Super-Herc.  Prizewinner was by far the better pumpkin for 
etching.  Prizewinner starts out yellow and gradually changes to orange.  Super-Herc is a standard Jack-
O-Lantern type and the fruit starts out light green changing to dark green and then to orange.  Once 
Super-Herc starts to turn orange the fruit is essentially finished expanding.  The immature, dark green 
color of Super-Herc made it difficult to pre-draw designs and if you wait until it is orange the etchings no 
longer expand.  Super Herc also has a fairly hard and ridged skin.  Since immature Prizewinner color is 
light, pre-drawn designs stand out and etchings can be made when the fruit is 75% expanded which 
produces a more visible scar when the fruit is mature.  Prizewinner fruit is also smooth and the skin 
relatively soft. 
  
Even though the fund raiser was not considered successful we did learn several things: 
 

• Emphasize pre-sales 
• Start a year in advance 
• Don’t be afraid to give some away for publicity to high traffic areas 
• People aren’t thinking about pumpkins in July 
• Consider your audience and charity/cause 
• Focus your efforts to those with interest in the charity/cause 
• What works one year may not work the next 
• Pumpkin-grams? 


