The Basics

By Tom Beachy

The most important things you will do to help your plants out all season will be insect and fungus control and soil preparation.  Followed by weeding, pruning, trenching and burying, and fertilizing.

Insecticides
It is extremely important to protect your plants against insects.  Products such as Warrior, Scimitar, and Triazicide (all 3 of the same active ingredient) work extremely well.  They should be mixed into a insect program with products such as Merit, Provado, or any other form of Systemic insecticide.  It is important to spray the new growth tips regularly to ensure protection.  Once cucumber beetle bite can cause bacterial wilt, which will end the season for that plant.  These products are not the only ones available nor the only ones that work.  Bottom line is if you don't control the bugs, you will probably end up with nothing.  Your first spray should be before you plant!

Fungicides

Soil borne diseases, or any other harmful fungus can ruin your season.  I use a whole plethora of fungicides to keep my plants healthy.  I choose to use many systemics such as Banner, Clearys, Subdue, Nova, and others.  I also choose to use products such as Kocide (Copper), Daconil, Manzate, and others to control fungus.  Powdery mildew is the main pathogen that we fight.  Just remember to read up on your chemicals, their uses, and their precautions. An ounce of prevention is worth pounds of pumpkin!

Soil

Your soil should be mostly prepared by now for next year, but if its not, don't fret you can have it ready to go by spring.  There is no set way to get your soil in good condition, but having a soil test done and adding a few inches of aged cow manure is a good start.  If you are going to add the manure on, till in 8 inches deep, and then take a representative sample of your patch in for a test.  After you get your results back, add the suggested recommendations on.  Be sure to use a pelletized lime for quick pH adjustment if your pH is less than 6.5-6.8.  This is very potent stuff, and an expert should be contacted on the amount you should use.  If your pH is high, you will want to use either aluminum sulfate or sulfur to lower your pH.  An important understanding that many new growers do not have is the following.  If your soil isn’t prepared on time, don't worry. You can plant your pumpkin in a very small prepared area if that’s all the weather permits to be properly prepared.  An area 3’ x 3’ is large enough as long as you can get to it within a week, or 5’ x 5’ within 2 weeks.   Nobody can grow a big pumpkin in crappy soil, so make sure you do it right!

Seed starting
Now that you have purchased and obtained these valuable seeds, you should take care in germinating them.  There are many ways to do this.  The most important thing to do is to do germination tests (PRACTICE!) on unimportant seeds to make sure your technique works for you.   The technique I choose to use is very unscientific, but has worked great for me.  I file the edges and surface lightly to increase water absorption.  They are then placed in a 3 oz cup with water and 1 drop of Daconil to soak for 15 minutes.  The water should be lukewarm.  After that I plant them in a mix of perilite, vermiculite, and peat moss (1/3 each), and water them in.  This is then placed on a heating pad on low setting (85 degrees or so).  Do not over water, or your seeds may rot.  It is also suggested to sterilize your potting medium and use a small dose of systemic fungicide in the potting medium.  Of course they need good lighting so they do not become leggy.  Be sure to have your greenhouses on your spot warming the soil!

May and June
The plants are set outside as soon as you can see which way the vine is going to flop.  The vine falls opposite the first true leaf 90% of the time.  The greenhouses I use are 6’ x 10’.  They are opened when the temperature inside rises above 90º F and closed when the temperature falls below 70º F.  Sometimes in May I use propane heaters to keep the plants warmer than the outside temps.  My philosophy on plant care is very different from most other growers.  I choose to only water my plants every 2-3 weeks while they are protected in the greenhouse.  I believe this helps establish a strong root base.  I try to set my plants out about May 1-10 and water with Miracle-Gro 15-30-15 initially and then just 2-3 times over the next 6 weeks.  A good foliar fertilizer program such as Agro-K or Soil Soup or anything else equivalent is suggested for the entire season.  Don't cook them, and don't freeze them!
July and August

Vine pruning and burying is the main emphasis during this stage.  Not forgetting to mention pulling ALL them weeds!  My plants go where I want them to go, and when I want them to go there.  You should be setting your pumpkin around the first of July.  The fertilizer program during this stage should be balanced.  Once again, a good foliar program is suggested.  Jack’s 20-20-20 is a good balanced chemical fertilizer. Fish and seaweed also should or can be used on a regular basis.  Watering during this stage should be consistent during this stage at the level that you choose to water.  Some water every 3 days, some every day, and some only once a week.  The pumpkins should be shaded from direct sun.  I prefer an orange tarp as cover.   Just remember water, fertilize regularly, spray for bugs and fungus, weed, prune and bury!  If you do all that the fruit growth and care will take care of itself.  

September

This is the time where you coast into the finish.  Hopefully your pumpkin is big enough to suit your fancy.  You should be finished burying and pruning by early to mid August.  You should stop pulling weeds, and your pumpkin should still be growing slowly.  You will want to continue your fertilizer and spray program.  Remember your pumpkin can grow 100-300 lbs in September on a healthy plant.  Its very important to take care of that aging fruit.  It could be as simple as keeping the stem dry and covering the fruit on cold nights.  September breaks more hearts than any other month, so ask another grower for help if you don't know what to do!

October

Contest and harvest seeds!  Begin soil prep!!!!!!!

November-March

Prepare to start all over again!

This list of suggestions are meant as a guide, NOT GOSPEL!  Consult with other growers in your area on regional techniques that work best.  See bigpumpkins.com for more info!
