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In the giant pumpkin world, size rules.  

Undoubtedly, the vast majority of giant pumpkin 

enthusiasts are pursuing maximal weight. Weigh-

off prize structures, bragging rights, and coveted 

orange jackets are all geared towards whose fruit 

can put the most stress on the scale. There exists, 

however, an equally competitive and devoted 

faction of hobbyists who prefer eye-catching color and symmetry over heavy weight.  In fact, achieving 

perfection in color has resulted in our hobby bestowing an honor upon the “prettiest pumpkin”, named 

after our most revered grower and initiator of the Atlantic Giant variety, the Howard Dill (HD) award.  

Most giant pumpkin weigh-offs around the globe have taken to honoring the prettiest pumpkin entry 

with the coveted HD award, with the winning entry displaying the most appealing combination of color, 

symmetry, and size.  Some events have gone even further, crowning regional champions from the pool 

of regional HD award winners.  While growing the world’s heaviest pumpkin is an achievement that may 

be out of reach, anyone with the right seed and a little dedication can grow an award-winning, eye-

catching orange giant.  

What’s it take to grow a HD award winning pumpkin?  The same strategies 

and tactics employed to grow a scale-busting giant apply to the orange 

equivalents.  Commonly employed gardening practices such as vine burying, 

vine pruning, optimizing soil fertility, consistent watering, and a host of 

other patch management details are all essential components of a color-

focused endeavor.  The crucial difference between size and color as a final 

outcome lies exclusively in seed selection.  Color and symmetry are likely 

influenced by environmental factors but we simply do not know what or 

how to manipulate these factors to achieve a specific outcome.  Therefore, 

in the interest of focusing on what we can control, the remainder of this 

article will focus on the genetic aspect of this pursuit.  

What do we know about color inheritance in Atlantic Giant?  If you want to 

grow a beautiful orange giant, plant a seed from a beautiful orange giant.  

That’s pretty straight forward logic.  There’s a little more nuance involved 

with the aforementioned strategy, so let’s have a look at what we know 

about color genes in giant pumpkins.  Scientific research on C. maxima color 

gene characterization exists, however, mysteries still remain about these 

genes and how they interact to produce the color spectrum we observe.  Dr. 

Harry Paris at the Newe Ya’ar Research Center in Israel has done a nice job summarizing the most 

current understanding of color genes in cucurbits.  The research suggests there are at least 5 different 

genes influencing color in C. maxima (see table at end of article).  It has been suggested that the “Rd” 
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red gene is at least partially dominant.  The same has been 

suggested for the “bl” blue gene that produces green/blue squash 

(see photo). Given these circumstances, self-pollinating fruit from 

parents that displayed these colors will likely produce progeny of the 

same color.  Correspondence with Dr. Paris validates what orange 

(and green squash) growers have been doing all along: continue self-

pollinating the most robust color fruit to perpetuate consistency in 

color performance.  Herein lies an important point.  Many will 

identify a beautiful orange fruit and plant the seed in hopes of 

achieving a similar size & color profile of the parent.  Historical 

experiences in the patch, coupled with our understanding of color 

genetics, confirm that the pollinator of the previous generation 

absolutely matters in the color expression of the progeny.  A perfect 

example of this scenario is the 2152 Gantner pumpkin (see photo at 

left).  As of this writing, it is the largest “red type” pumpkin ever 

grown. The pumpkin was grown from the 1501 VanderWielen seed, 

known for producing many red type offspring.  The 2152 fruit was 

pollinated by the 1418 Leher, an orange-cream colored parent.  

Seeds from the 2152 pumpkin have gone on to produce a handful of 

offspring that did not preserve the robust red sunburst color that it 

is known for (see 792 Strickler photo at left). Why is this the case?  

The red gene has been described as “partially dominant”.  As 

such, when a true red is pollinated by a non-red, this 

introduces chance, possibly even likelihood, that the 

offspring will not be red themselves.  Moral of this story: if 

pure, glowing red is the color you seek to achieve in your 

pumpkin patch, then one must plant seeds from red 

pumpkins that have either been self-pollinated or pollinated 

by another true red.  

Variations in the orange>red spectrum.  Ask an orange 

pumpkin color enthusiast what their “ideal” is and you are 

likely to get a variety of answers.  Within this camp there 

exists a handful of orange and red variants that add a bit 

more complexity to the pursuit of a HD beauty.  The most 

notable variant is the “sunburst” phenotype.  This is also 

referred to as “starburst”, and/or “Calai mottling”, named 

after a legendary grower who produced a pumpkin with this 

pattern.  This variant pattern is easily recognizable as the 

orange “spots” on the 2152 Gantner photo on the left.  
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Whether you prefer to call it 

sunburst, starburst or Calai 

mottling, recognize that this 

phenotype is often accompanied 

with the true reds. It also shows up 

on non-red, orange varients (see 

792 Strickler photo). There are reds 

out there that do not display this 

character, as well as a camp of 

purists who prefer the non-mottled, 

deep red skin.  There are also 

shades of the orange spectrum, 

ranging from lighter yellow-orange 

to a darker, flatter jack-o-lantern 

orange.  Each of these shades may 

or may not have display sunburst 

mottling.  Each to their own, but 

history will show that crowds will often vote red type with robust star/sunburst as HD winners.  

Care and Maintenance of HD award pumpkins. “This is no beauty contest!”  Ummmmmm….yes it is.  

That refrain is frequently shared among those aiming for top weights.  And when that’s the goal, the 

grower doesn’t much care about how ugly their fruit is.  In fact, the uglier and more misshapen the fruit, 

often the heavier it is. Maximizing color quality does require some time and attention to detail during 

the growing season and after the pumpkin is harvested.  There exists plenty of debate over the idea of 

covering a pumpkin throughout the growing season or allowing it to be exposed to sunlight.  To clear the 

air on this matter, 5-time HD award-winning grower Shannon Engel states that covering a pumpkin from 

pollination to harvest will not limit its color potential.  He recommends a soft cotton sheet, draped over 

the developing fruit, to protect the supple skin without influence on color. Likewise, a tarp suspended 

over the fruit to shelter and shade from the elements will provide the same skin-preserving effect. 

Shannon also recommends washing and towel drying the pumpkin weekly once it reaches 60 days of 

maturity.  This is a great idea, as birds will poop, mud will splash, and dust will accumulate on the skin 

surface.  Weekly baths ensure the skin color develops free of negative influence.  

The most common threats to the integrity of a developing pumpkin’s skin 

include cucumber beetles, squash bugs, rodents, hail, and humans.  

Uncontrolled populations of cucumber beetles and squash bugs may 

eventually set up shop on your pumpkins.  They normally congregate on 

the leaves and flowers but will transition to the fruit as the season 

progresses.  The primary source of food for these bugs are pumpkins and 

their foliage.  Cuke beetles will nibble away at the skin of a pumpkin (see 

photo at left), causing irregular spots that can become moldy.  Squash bugs 

pierce and suck juices from leaves and fruit. Scout regularly for the 

presence of these bugs and use insecticide as needed to keep them 

controlled. Rodents, including mice, rats, moles, and voles will also cause 

mechanical damage to the pumpkin’s surface. Damage is often limited to the bottom of the fruit, within 
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the limits of these short-statured pests.  Judicious use of rodent traps with frequent monitoring is highly 

recommended throughout the season to minimize damage to developing fruit.  Hail damage is self-

explanatory can be effectively avoided with preemptive action.  Multiple layers of heavy blankets can be 

draped over a pumpkin prior to severe weather to avoid hail damage.  Lastly, humans round out the list 

of threats to a pumpkin’s skin.  Minimizing physical contact with the fruit and conscious awareness of 

the delicate nature of the pumpkin’s skin are the best methods of damage protection, whether it’s 

yourself as the primary threat or visitors admiring your efforts.  

Regarding post-harvest skin care, there are two paths to consider depending on what the future holds 

for your pumpkin.  If the fruit is destined for a Great Pumpkin Commonwealth (GPC)-sanctioned weigh 

off, rules state that the pumpkin cannot have any foreign materials, including waxes and oils, applied 

prior to the event.  In these circumstances, a final soapy warm water bath and clean rinse are sufficient 

to make your orangie pop.  The “sunburst” photo above was taken without any skin additives.  The 

pumpkins produce their own waxy cuticle that shines brilliantly if taken care of throughout the season.  

For pumpkins not destined for weigh-off, waxes and oils can be applied to the skin for enhanced shine. 

How to choose the right seed for award-winning orange.  The first step on the path to growing a 

beautiful orange pumpkin is determining your color preference.  Are you a fan of classical jack-o-lantern 

orange or does the sunburst red pattern catch your eye?  Once the choice is made, then it is time to do 

some online research to determine which pumpkin seeds offer the best chance of success.  There are a 

number of sources you can use to chase down seeds with your desired characteristics.  

www.bigpumpkins.com has an online message board dedicated to discussing HD-winning seeds, it is 

titled “The Howard Dill Growing Orange Forum”.  Here you can find like-minded individuals dialoging 

about historical winners and next year’s best bets. The website also hosts a diary photo collection 

documenting the most recent year’s HD winners.  Search “Howard Dill Award” in the diaries section.  

Additional research on pumpkin genetics can be performed at https://tools.pumpkinfanatic.com/.  This 

online database includes pedigrees, progeny and photos of many pumpkins in the giant world.   Many 

growers of HD-winning fruit are happy to share seeds and/or point you to where you can find them.  It is 

important to reiterate that the best chance for producing a reliably orange pumpkin is by growing a self-

pollinated seed.  Pay attention to pedigree and have a look at progeny to build confidence that your 

seed of interest will produce what you hope for.  

Additional consideration #1: HD awards are given to the prettiest pumpkin and that does not guarantee 

that pumpkin’s seeds will produce the same color.  This point was described in detail above relevant to 

the 2152 Gantner pumpkin. In broken record fashion to emphasize importance, plant seeds that were 

self-pollinated from desirable parentage.   

Additional consideration #2: HD awards are given to the prettiest pumpkin and that does not guarantee 

that an award-winning pumpkin meets your standards.  There are over 160 weigh-offs globally, with 

many of these events recognizing an HD pumpkin. In some circumstances, there may not be a truly 

outstanding color, size, and/or symmetrical pumpkin.  Regardless of the quality of entries that arrive to 

an event, an award will be given.  As such, make sure to reference as many photos of HD-winning 

pumpkins as you can prior to making a seed decision.         

Having our cake and eating it too: the future of big and orange.  Orange enthusiasts want their cake 

and the ability to enjoy it as well. This means maximizing color and size.  Orange seed lines suffer from a 

couple of stereotypes: weak/thin walls and capped size ceiling.  Historically, there’s been a very loose 
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association with thin fruit walls and deep color.  HD-award winning pumpkins have been assumed to be 

prone to blossom end and rib splits.  The 801 Stelts pumpkin, a lineage known for beautiful orange, 

carried this nasty thin-walled side effect with it.  However, more recent HD winners seem to be holding 

up better, this likely due to a combination of better management, better soil fertility, and removed 

proximity to the 801 genetic lineage. Many of the more recent award winning orange fruit are weighing 

pretty close to their measured estimate.  This is a favorable trend that is providing less justification for 

the thin-walled stereotype.  Regarding the size ceiling cap, the 2152 Gantner pumpkin is evidence that 

orange purists should not be deterred from trying to win both color and weight awards.  There are 

currently efforts aplenty within the hobby to breed increased size potential into historically pure color 

lines.  There’s no reason to believe that high quality orange seed lines don’t have similar capacity for size 

as there non-orange counterparts.  Of particular interest, the 359 Foss pumpkin, which has gone on to 

produce multiple HD award winning children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, was pollinated by 

the marshmallow-cream colored 2009 Wallace. 359 Foss progeny have one-ton potential built into their 

genetics and provide ample optimism that top weights are possible.    

Summary:  There are many reasons to emphasize color in the pursuit of a giant pumpkin.  In addition to 

the coveted Howard Dill Prettiest Pumpkin awards, giant pumpkins with striking orange color often fetch 

larger premiums on the market.  While cream and light orange often dominate at the scale, there’s 

absolutely no reason to believe these color patterns have any size ceiling advantage. For those without 

the time, resources, or skill to compete for maximum weights, color perfection is a much easier goal to 

attain.  The first and most important step is acquiring seed with a genetic history of producing HD 

winning pumpkins.  The St. Croix Grower’s Association is a great place to start.  www.stcroixgrowers.org 

Color Gene Function 

Bmax Bicolor. Precocious yellow fruit pigmentation, from subsp. andreana PI 
165558 

bl Blue fruit color. Incompletely recessive to Bl for green fruit color, in hubbard 
squash 

l-1 light fruit coloration-1. Light intensity of fruit coloration. In C. maxima, L-1 
from the zapallito ‘La Germinadora’; l-1 from a variant zapallito breeding 
stock.  

l-2 Light fruit coloration-2. Light intensity of fruit coloration. In C. maxima, L-2 
from the zapallito ‘La Germinadora’; l-2 from a variant zapallito breeding 
stock. 

Rd Red skin. Red external fruit color; dominant to green, white, yellow, and 
gray. Rd from ‘warted Hubbard’.  

Table adapted from Paris, Kabelka (2009).  
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