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 Q: What mistakes have you made, and how are you going to 
improve?
 A: My biggest mistake was last year, I lost 5 pumpkins over 
1000 lbs and 2 of them were bigger than the 1530 lbs.  I lost 
them after 4 inches of rain. But the reason they didn’t make 
it was because of poor positioning.  All of my pumpkins grew 
over their blossom which made a kink underneath them. This 
developed into  a week spot and they split.  Next year I am really 
going to work on making sure the stem and blossom are parallel 
to the ground. 
 

Q: What advise would you give a up and coming grower?
A: Homework starts in the off season.  Find a good grower in 
your area and learn from them.  I know my mentor helped 
shorten my learning curve.  Thanks Chris!  Get a Soil test and 
start dialing in your dirt.  Take care of your roots, and the plant 
will do the rest.   The book The Idea Soil by Michael Astera is a 
good read. 
  
Q: What is you Line-up for 2014?
A: I am growing 10 plants and my son is growing 2.  My list so 
far: 2009 Wallace, 1623 Wallace, 220 Snowball, 1734.5 Stiel, 
1530 Gehweiler, 1392 Gehweiler, 1282 Gehweiler, 2032 Mathi-
son. My son is growing the 1770   Liebor and 1789 Wallace.
 
Q: What are three things that your patch couldn’t live with out? 
A: Mycro, Kelp, and my automatic irrigation system. 
Like most growers, my dream for 2014 is a World Record.  It 
would be awesome if I was able to grow a 1811 lb pumpkin, but 
my personal goal is 1700 lbs.  If I do that, it will be a great year.   

Grower Profile: Chad Gehweiler 
Chippewa Falls, WI  

Q: When did you start?
A:Started growing in 2009 but I didn’t start doing anything to 
the plants or working at the hobby until 2011.  So I would say 
2011 was my first real year. 
 
Q: What is your Personal Best?
A: Personal Best 1530lbs. That put me on the Wisconsin top ten.   
  
Q: What got you started in the Hobby?
A: In 2009 I planted some giant pumpkin seeds form Menards 
in the garden so the kids would have something to carve.  I 
didn’t do any thing to the plant other then pick the pumpkin 
for Halloween so my wife could make a display for the front of 
the house.  We weighed the biggest one on a bathroom scale. 
It was 150lbs.  Later that year at our neighborhood Christmas 
party after a few cocktails, my neighbor Frank told me he was 
going to kick my ass next year at growing pumpkins.  He had 
grown pumpkins when he was younger and grew a 100 pound-
er.   My wife said she thought Frank was going to win and the 
entire neighborhood jumped on the band wagon.  Since then,  
we have 11 households that throw $20 into a pot every year and 
have fun growing.  We have made a 3 ft trophy made of beer 
cans, purchased an inline scale to weigh the pumpkins, and have 
biweekly pumpkin parties/patch tours in the summer to see how 
things are going, and to make sure we all stay hydrated.  The 
end of the year weigh off party is the best. It’s held in Frank and 
Shannon’s shed. We always have the wives canoe a pumpkin 
down the creek in there back yard wearing  a ridiculous cos-
tumes.  We have an awards ceremony, a group picture, and the 
whole event is scrapbooked every year (See attached pictures).  
In the last four years,  Frank has managed to grow another 
pumpkin over 100 lbs. And my personal best has went form 
390 lbs, to 723 lbs, to 1142.5 lbs, and now 1530 lbs.  But the 
heat is starting to get turned up.  A couple of the other neigh-
bors grew 300 and 400 pound pumpkins last year.  The one 
thing that made me start researching and learning  this ridicu-
lous hobby, was in 2010 when I grew a 390 lb pumpkin, there 
was a guy in New Richmond, WI that grew a 1810 lb world 
record.  After Chris did that,  I realized that big pumpkins can 
be grown in the state of WI  and I was hooked.  I have also 
started a GPC weigh-off at Oktoberfest in Chippewa Falls, WI  
held the 3rd full weekend of September.  I always look forward 
to meeting all the growers and learning there techniques.  

Chad and his personal best 1530lber
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easily fixed.  My other 1476 was a nasty ribbon*.  I removed 
the entire main letting a tiny secondary take over.  By remov-
ing the main I accidentally removed a portion of the crown.  
Oops.  It was such a mess it was hard to determine what was 
what!  I made a decision and figured that even on the worse 
plant 1400 was still possible.  So I let it grow.  The 1476 
named “ribbon” grew very slowly.  On June 17th it was only 
three feet long; but the weather was very nice most of June 
and early July.  The plants started to look real good.  I was still 
far behind, but was doing a great job of executing our pro-
gram.  I was getting the feeling things were starting to fall in 
place.  Unfortunately just after pollination I left for a nine day 
vacation in Sweden.  Vine burial at this point was at it’s peak 
which left Hopkins with much work.  I had six nice little sets 
when I left for vacation.  About six days into my trip I got “the 
call.”  Pythium root rot had struck.  Again.  Arriving home 
I found three dying plants.  All three were beautiful when I 
had left.  The season of frustration continued.  The next week 
we struggled to hit sixty degrees for highs so my remaining 
pumpkins stalled out.  I have never had that happen.  Again I 
thought my season may be over.  

   
    This was the first season I did not measure my pumpkins.  
I just watched them slowly plug along.  It was not until mid 
August that things once again became interesting.   I had a 
badly stunted 1245 Midthun pumpkin from the cold.  It just 
would not grow.  My other two surviving plants were both 
1476’s.  The double vine plant was great, but showing signs 
of disease.  The pumpkin struggled some, but grew okay.  
The ribbon plant fruit appeared to be gaining on the double.  
So I finally measured.  I took a measurement of the ribbon 
pumpkin.  Five days later I measured again and the average 
daily gain was thirty-seven pounds per day.  I thought that 
cannot be right!  I measured again another five days later and 
again had thirty-seven pounds per day and thought, “Wow I 
was right!”  I had a good one on the hook.  On a ribbon plant 
eight feet six inches from the crown!  A damaged crown mind 
you!  

2

The Season That Almost ... Was Not!
Growing the 1783

   With a very disappointing result to my 2012 season I needed 
a change.  It takes MUCH dedication to grow world class 
pumpkins and in 2012 I did not invest the effort required 
to have success.  Over the winter I came up with a plan.  Joe 
(Ailts) and I talked, tweaked our growing program a bit and 
came up with a plan.  Our motto for 2013 was “execution.”  
My growing partner John Hopkins and I had become a bit 
lax with our growing and it had cost us plants for a variety of 
reasons.  The smoking hot summer of 2012 only increased the 
challenge.  So for 2013 our plan was to execute.  Grow smart-
er.  Time spent wisely in the patch is much more important 
than time spent in the patch for no reason.  

   The winter of 2012-2013 was long.  It came in like a lamb, 
but went out like a lion.  As an avid snowmobiler it was a dream 
come true.  We had never had our local trail system open past 
March 18th.  For the 2013 season we closed the trails on March 
28th!  But winter was not done.  On April 8th I started to get 
nervous and plowed my patch.  The 15th we had over six inches 
of new snow.  The 19th the same, the 22nd over six inches 
again.  On May 2nd we received over a foot of snow!  Luckily 
for me we had about a three day window in there I was able 
to feverishly prep my patch and set out the hoops.  We started 
about a week late due to weather and I set my plants out May 
4th.  They were planted with about four inches of snow on the 
ground!  Crazy.  

   I figured for 2013 I had one of, if not my best seed lineups 
ever.  2009 Wallace 2012, 1725 Harp 2009, 1789 EST Wal-
lace 2011, 1770.5 Lieber 2012, 1476 Hopkins 2011, and my 
own 1481 Stevens 2011.  It really did not seem like it could get 
much better.  Things actually started out okay.  The weather 
was cool, but the hoops and heat cables kept the plants happy.  
Then the night before Mother’s Day I had a bit of a wrinkle in 
the plan.  We had a very cold and windy night.  Cold generally 
is not an issue, but couple sub freezing temps with wind and 
it really sucks the heat out of the hoops.  Somehow during the 
night my GFI (Ground Fault Interrupter) tripped and I lost all 
power to the patch.  No heat cables, no heaters, no nothing.  I 
came out Sunday morning to check the plants.  An odd look-
ing leaf caught my eye.  I almost could not believe it.  Frost 
damage.  The plants were frozen solid, still looked okay; but 
within a couple hours I had all six of my plants laying on the 
ground stone cold dead.  I could not believe it.  It is May 13th 
and I have nothing.  I talked to a few people and a few actually 
suggested to throw in the towel.  I finally decided against due 
to the work I already had invested.  Thanks to some generous 
growers I acquired some backup plants.  Two of them were 
1476 Hopkins seedlings directly from John.  

   I was now way behind.  Visiting the Hopkins patch every 
other day or so was depressing.  Then the problems continued.  
As my 1476’s began to develop one of them doubled*.  It was 

continued on page 3
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Chris and his HarvestFest-winning 1783.5



3

   Fortunately for us the weather mid August to the end was 
very good.  Much of it perfect for late season weather, but we 
did have a few times when it could have been better.  Scott 
Steil and I were in constant communication.  We pushed each 
other hard.  Both of us had good ones going about the same 
size.  Of course we both wanted to win, but I think that was 
secondary.  What we both really wanted was to get healthy 
pumpkins to the scale and push ourselves to do our best.  I 
think the help and advice and joking back and forth pushed 
us both to maximize the gains of each of our pumpkins.  It 
was great fun.  
   September came and went.  It was weigh off time.  The 1476 
ribbon continued to grow.  Even in October the pumpkin put 
on about one hundred pounds.  Crazy.  I never let up on my 
feeding and/or watering and disease prevention.  Until the last 
day I did everything I could to the best of my knowledge to 
make the pumpkin gain weight.  I even waited until the morn-
ing of the weigh off to cut the pumpkin from the vine!  I did 
run into one more little snag.  The Wednesday before weigh 
off I did my morning check and the sheet was removed from 
my pumpkin.  There were BEAR TRACKS on the pumpkin.  
During the night a bear had clearly climbed up and over the 
top of the fruit.  Zero damage to the plant.  It was unbelievable 
and very, very unnerving!  Like in the past I was not going to 
feel good about having a solid entry until it was on the pave-
ment in Stillwater!  Stressful!  

   Weighing 1783 was exciting.  To win is always fun, but in a 
nightmarish difficult season it was more rewarding.  Fighting 
adversity and winning was very satisfying.  I came up with a 
plan, executed the plan, and never gave up.  That combination 
allowed me to grow the biggest pumpkin in the Midwest.  
There are many good growers out there to thank and they 
know who they are.  What a year.  Best of luck to everyone in 
2014.  

-Chris Stevens

Never say never and never give up!

*Definition Double Vine and Ribbon Vine taken from Utah 
Giant Pumpkin Growers, The Pumpkin Vine, June 2006 VOL 
II Issue II, Page 4:  If it is just two normal vines wide then this 
is what is called double vine. If it is more than two normal vines 
wide then it is call a flat vine or ribbon vine.  Double vines will 
sometime split themselves and grow into two normal vines. If this 
happens usually one is cut off and the other used as “the main 
vine”.  However if you have extra space in your patch you can 
angle them away from each other and try growing two main vines 
each with one pumpkin on it.  Many double vines turn into flat 
vines. Flat vines are not good!  Typically large pumpkins are not 
grown on flat vines. If you have flat vine you want to cut if off 
and to train a normal strong secondary to become the new main 
vine.   http://www.utahpumpkingrowers.com/docs/newsletters/
June_2006.pdf

continued from page 2
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based on its family and ancestry? In other words does the size of a 
pollinator matter or is its family tree/genetics more important? Some 
folks only grow seeds with a big pollinator, does this narrow their 
choices down and exclude potentially great seeds? Or is this a way of 
weeding out bad seeds and playing it safer.
A: To clarify, I am aware of no evidence that suggests pollen donors 
have an influence on the growth characteristics of the pumpkin they 
pollinate (exception: a successful fertilization process is necessary to 
avoid fruit abort).  So to put this issue to rest (until proven otherwise), 
pollen only has genetic influence on the next generation (seeds).  
   To that end, I believe there is some value in considering pollina-
tor characteristics depending on your personal goals.  If maximum 
weight is the goal, I believe choosing a seed whose parentage is a cross 
of maximum weight pumpkins is the most objective choice you can 
make. I call this simple analysis “cross weight average” and while it’s a 
nifty tool for numbers geeks, there’s no proof that using it will grow 
you bigger pumpkins.  That said, here’s an example- the 220 Debacco 
(2009 Wallace x 1725 Harp) is a cross of two very large fruit.  Sure, 
each were world records, but I’m more focused on the fact that when 
you add them together (2009+1725=3734) and divide by two (1867), 
that number represents an average “cross weight” that is within 10% 
of the current world record.  The 220 seedline has demonstrated that 
despite its small size, the seeds inside were a combination of upper 
echelon pumpkin genetics that have been born out in its progeny.  If 
you are a believer in idea that selective breeding (seeds from heaviest 
x seeds from heaviest) contributes to a continually improving Atlantic 
Giant gene pool, then planting seeds with the highest “cross weight 
average” is the strategy by which your genetic potential is maximized. 

Q: Although touched upon in previous questions, is phenotypic 
variance due to genetics or environment? 
A: Explain either choice. The nature vs nuture argument has been 
hotly contested since the discovery of the gene.  However, biological 
science has evolved to the point where this question is no longer rel-
evant.  Scientists know beyond a doubt that phenotypic traits (size, 
color, shape, etc) are a result of genetics and environment (Is it pos-
sible to have a peanut butter and jelly sandwich without the peanut 

butter?).  To complicate 
matters, scientists have 
now discovered that not 
only does the environ-
ment dictate growth and 
development directly 
(water vs no water af-
fects outcome, right?), 
environment also has ef-
fects on the genes them-
selves, turning certain 
ones on and others off.  
This rapidly emerging 
field of science is called 
“epigenetics”, and is fo-

cused on understanding how things in the environment influence the 
genetic blueprint.  Despite all this scientific advancement, we’re a long 
ways off from realizing the implications for growing bigger pumpkins.  

Pumpkin Genetics: An Interview Conducted by Frank Finders with Joe Ailts
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Q: How relevant are genetics to the average grower?  We all day 
dream of crosses, discuss “ genetics” online and hope to create or at 
least grow that next top seed.  Are we just kidding ourselves and have 
most modern pumpkin seeds  similar potential that is already hard 
to reach for an average grower, and has that potential been there all 
along?  Has it been just out of our reach due to our faulty  or lacking 
growing techniques? Or do we actually contribute to the evolution of 
the Atlantic giant, and are we improving its genetic make up for size 
thru selective breeding?
A: To the competitive giant pumpkin grower, genetics are everything 
and they are nothing.  “Everything” meaning that the Atlantic Giant 
genetic variety is the only choice for growing a truly competitive fruit. 
Of course, anyone “in the game” already knows this.  But when the 
neighbor asks you how you grew that thing...”is it a special seed?”...
well, darn right it is.  Cucurbita pepo has no chance of threatening a 
world record. We know that Cucurbita maxima, Dill’s Atlantic Giant, 
is the exclusive gene blueprint necessary to grow the world’s largest 
fruit. As such, genetics are everything.  
  “Nothing” refers to your question about kidding ourselves...it is my 
humble opinion that a seed from a 1700lb fruit grown on the East 
coast has essentially the same genetic potential as a 1700lber grown 
on the West coast, with the assumption that each were pollinated by 
a similarly-sized pollen donor.  We, as growers looking to maximize 
every variable within our locus of control, spend hours poring over 
the “genetic potential” of 17xx vs 17yy vs 16zz vs 18qq, speculating a 
thousand reasons why one may be superior to the other.  At the end 
of the day, we simply do not have a means to objectively assess wheth-
er any particular seed line has a definitive advantage over any other. 

Comparing seedline’s prog-
eny records, 
ultimately the 
only tool at 
our disposal 

for quantitative per-
formance comparisons, simply cannot 

reliably predict superiority of one seed over 
another.  To answer your question directly, 

this is where I believe “genetics” does not have 
relevance to the competitive enthusiast. Regarding 

“genetic potential” having been there all along, this 
serves as a topic ripe for debate. Would Howard’s seeds from the early 
80’s been able to push a ton if managed by today’s growing practices?  
Ask a hundred growers and the consensus would probably be an over-
whelming “no”.  But what gives us that confidence? What, on a genet-
ic level, is different about the seeds 30 years ago vs what we have to-
day? Genetics is such an incredibly complex area of science that even 
the brightest minds on Earth may not be able to propose a reasonable 
explanation for what our hobby has experienced.  For what its worth, 
I do believe that selective breeding, practiced as growing the seeds 
from the heaviest pumpkins and crossing them with similarly heavy 
seeds, has increased the capacity of top weight potential in a curiously 
exponential year-over-year growth trend. Combined with evolving 
growing practices and a deluge of novel external inputs, there appears 
to be a synergy between genetic and environmental factors that have 
allowed us to do the truly remarkable in a remarkably short time. 

Q: How valuable is it to look at the size and weight of a pollinator? 
Does the size of a fruit say anything about the qualities that a plant 
brings as a pollinator or father?  Or should we choose a pollinator 



favor has quickened with time.  With top weights growing at a seem-
ingly exponential rate, coupled with an exponential growth in the 
number of growers putting those seeds in the ground, the hobby as a 
whole is evolving very rapidly.  I believe an intriguing question to ask 
is “if the 1725 Harp or 1068 Wallace (seedlines that show up in many 
of today’s top lineages) had no seeds in their cavities, would the 2013 
all time top ten average be similar?”  Purely speculation here, but my 
belief is yes, the all time TTA would be similar.  This ties back to my 
belief that there is not a significant amount of variance in the potential 
of the top seeds out there.  This belief leads into the next question re-
garding great parents making a great seed.  Anyone who has grown one 
of these things knows there’s no guarantee.  But as I described earlier, if 
one wants 
to max-
i m i z e 
g e n e t i c 
potential, 
I believe 
that grow-
ing seeds 
with maxi-
mum cross 
w e i g h t 
average is 
the path to 
doing so. 
Think about it from this overly simplistic perspective…if you wanted 
to grow a pumpkin that had the highest probability of deep orange 
color, which cross would you choose…deep orange x deep orange, 
deep orange x cream, or cream  x cream?  I’ll surmise we are in 100% 
agreement on this.  

Q: What would be the best way to breed for color? Either Orange 
or green. And how would you go about increasing size along with that. 
A: The holy grail for many a grower: Big and Orange, or Big and 
Green. Some seeds have done it, but there’s non that do it all the time.
I believe the best way to isolate a specific trait is to continually self-pol-
linate a line that most consistently exhibits that trait. This applies to 
both orange and green characteristics.  Unfortunately, self crosses have 
suffered a bit of a negative stigma within our hobby.  Whether its 
fear of recessive traits coming to the surface, “inbreeding depression” 
or that it’s just not as exciting as out-crossing, “selfing” remains an 
undervalued strategy in Atlantic Giant breeding.  However, when the 
goal is trait isolation, selfing is the most powerful and effective tool 
in the toolbox.  Chasing the holy grail of big/orange or big/green 
would require a similar strategy.  Identify the seeds that are the most 
ideal combination of heavy weight and color preference. The 1610 
Lieber is a example that comes to mind. It was beautiful orange, a 
scale buster, and it was already self pollinated.  Perfect setup for big/
orange isolation.  Next,  solicit buy-in from the grower community at 
large to plant these seeds and encourage each grower to self the cross. 
Select the best performers for next year. Rinse and repeat.  With large 
numbers of growers following the same philosophy, eventually lines 
would emerge that may consistently demonstrate the qualities of in-
terest.  The only way for this to happen is for a group of growers with 
a common interest to organize themselves, publicize their mission to 
the growing community, and get as many people on board to follow 
the strategy as possible.  This would apply to any goal of trait isola-
tion, whether it be color, size, % heavy, what have you. 

Q: Inheritance is something we all hope for when we grow a seed. 
Growing the seed out of a big and heavy fruit, and hoping that its off-
spring inherited  those traits and may even be better.  If we like most 
traits out of a fruit, but it has one or more that is less desirable , like 
for instance growing a dill ring, or going light, how do we go about 
breeding this out of this particular line?
A: This is a challenge because we do not know concretely which char-
acteristics are truly “genetic” and which are genetic traits subject to 
environmental influence (read: epigenetics).  Dill rings are a char-
acteristic that appears to be passed on through inheritance. As such, 
growers have labeled it a “genetic” trait.  However, not all seeds from 
parent with dill rings will exhibit the characteristic.  This may be due 
to a recessive characteristic or it may be due to an environmental in-
fluence (moisture, temp, nutrients, etc).   While there may certainly 
be a genetic code that leads to a dill ring, there may also be multiple 
environmental triggers that turn it on or turn it off.  Unfortunately, 
we do not know what these are, if they do exist.  Given these un-
knowns, the best way to avoid a dill ring is to avoid growing seeds that 
have it in their history.  
   On the topic of pumpkins that weigh significantly heavier/light-
er than their estimation, this too is an incredibly complex milieu of 
genetic and environmental factors.  Skin density and skin thickness, 
the two primary factors that govern variance in estimated vs scale 
weights, are likely controlled by many genes.  In the realm of genetics 
and breeding, the more genes you have involved in a specific trait, 
the more challenging it becomes to isolate that trait.  What this im-
plies for us as hobbyists is that we just don’t have the ability to run 
multi-generational breeding programs with thousands of seedstocks 
to begin meaningfully isolating a characteristic of this complexity. It 
might be accomplished if we chose to grow and cross only those seeds 
that demonstrate significant % heavy character, but the grower popu-
lace is more focused on top weight crossing.  

Q: Squash has suffered a lack of growers and it is clearly seen in 
the on average lower weights then pumpkins. What are the main 
differences between squash and pumpkin besides color and seeing 
that many if not all current pumpkin lines have squash in their ances-
try,  what is the importance of squash, can squash surpass pumpkin 
the future? Or even catch up?
A: The squash story might be the best evidence we have support-
ing the selective breeding theory.  Here we have an essentially iden-
tical strain that has not benefited from widespread “heavy by heavy” 
crossing as pumpkins have.  If squash had followed the same selective 
crossing pattern and frequency of growth that pumpkins had, they 
too may quite well have had similar results.  Genetically, they have 
essentially identical blueprints as pumpkins, save for the color gene.  
If this is indeed the only major difference, then squash have the same 
capacity for weight as pumpkins, but due to falling out of favor, are 
20 years behind the curve and may never see the same top weights as 
pumpkins.   

Q: Is the popularity of seeds changing too fast? After every season 
there are several new top seeds that get grown the year after. Unless 
they grow a monster right away they are forgotten. Have we lost or 
never discovered some of the best seeds  and  genetic combinations be-
cause of our crazy standards and wishful thinking. Should one choose 
a proven seed or take an educated guess and hope for the best with a 
new cross? Do two great parents guarantee a great seed?
A: To reiterate, without a way to measure the capacity of a seedline, 
there’s no way to determine if we’ve lost or never discovered better 
seeds. It is certainly true that the pace at which seeds gain and lose 

Pumpkin Genetics: An Interview Conducted by Frank Finders with Joe Ailts-continued
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Q: Every cross made comes with different potential. The only 
measure of success we really have,  is to look at its offspring . The 
heavy hitters out there can make it look easy, growing one monster 
after another, year after year.  How is the ratio between grower skill 
and genetic potential when it comes to growing a seed?  Does the 
success of a heavy hitter point to a great seed or does it just confirm 
his or her skills.  My firm belief is that it is 99% grower skill, 1% 
genetic potential.  These are arbitrary numbers,  not rooted in any 
formal study.  But the point is simple-  Every grower today is on a 
level playing field when it comes to genetic potential.  With easy 
access to seeds from pumpkins within 10-15% of the world record 
(anything over 1700lbs), success in the patch boils down to maxi-
mizing environmental factors.  Grower skill is a major contributor, 
as is climate, soil health, disease pressure, and, what in my mind is 
truly the “secret” to growing a big one: time in the patch.  Allow 
me to digress for a moment, if I may.  It has been said that it takes 
10,000 hours to master a skill.  Success in a giant pumpkin patch 
is no different.  A consistent theme amongst all growers who have 
reached the highest pillars in our hobby is their time dedication to 
making it happen.  This secret is really no secret at all, but rather a 
commitment.  I cannot think of any other competitive sport/hobby 
that involves genetic potential where the cream of the crop genetic 
pool is so readily accessible.  With this is mind, success is limited 
only be environmental factors, many of which are controllable to 
some degree.  Literally anyone can grow a world record if they com-
mit to it (with a few stipulations, of course). 

Q: Seeds out of a single pumpkins can differ from one another, 
some grow orange, some white, some are duds. The less variance 
and the more it does what we want the more desirable a seed be-
comes. What happens when a pumpkin has three or more colors? 
And can we make sure we get the result we expect or is there a risk 
with every seed we plant? What seed with what ancestry have the 
highest risk?
A: It is important to recognize that every “litter” of seeds taken from 
a pumpkin has a spectrum of variability encoded within it.  Just as 
pigs will have runts, so will pumpkins. Just as dogs will have puppies 
with differing colors, so will pumpkins.  Nature stirs the pot like this 
for a very good reason.  A random roll of the genetic dice in every 
offspring creates an opportunity that a particular genetic combina-
tion will be better suited to survive and recreate itself in the next gen-
eration.  Our current genetic pool has a lot of variation in it, as you 
alluded to in your question.  And as I described earlier, the only path 
to minimizing this variability is through organized selective breeding 
programs. It’s a huge undertaking.  Until such time, we simply need 
to accept that our seed pool will have inherent variability and the 
result we hope for can never be guaranteed.  

Q: What is the future of giant pumpkin growing. Are we going to 
reach our ceiling genetically any time soon. Is progress going to stall 
eventually and then come to a halt?
A: This is the million dollar question.  In the 90’s, it was believed 
that 1000lbs was the ceiling.  Zehr’s proved us otherwise.  In the ear-
ly 2000’s, 1500 was the new ceiling.  Ron proved us otherwise.  We 
grew to accept that the bar is perhaps more easily raised than we pre-
viously thought.  Ron proved another point with 2009.  1500 is the 
new 1000. A pumpkin that would have set a world record a decade 
ago may not even earn you 10th place.  As a trained scientist, I am 

continued from page 5
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truly amazed by what this hobby has accomplished in a very short 
timeframe.  I believe that any formal biological research institution 
would look at the way in which world record weight growth has 
tracked and stand with mouths agape.  Its hard to predict what the 
ceiling may be, primarily because we don’t have full or even partial 
knowledge of what the primary limiting factors are.  Are we limited 
by the environment?  Or is it a genetic ceiling?  I speculate that the 
largest hurdles are environmental.  As a comparator, many experts in 
the grain production industry believe that current corn hybrids have 
the genetic potential to produce 500 bushels/acre.  With many farm-
ers averaging 150-200 bushels/acre, this implies that corn growers 
have only realized less than half their seed’s potential!  Does this same 
principle apply to giant pumpkins?  That’s an impossible question 
to answer currently.  Regardless, I’m excited to be fully immersed in 
the “golden age” of giant pumpkins.  Those of us in the hobby right 
now are experiencing milestones that will most certainly become 
part of the fascinating history of this hobby.  Generations to come 
will look back upon what a tight-knit group of enthusiasts were able 
to accomplish with little more than passion and dedication.  That’s a 
pretty darn cool thing to be a part of. 
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Help us Grow!

The SCGA is looking to expand our 
reach.  Do you know someone who 
would like to be a part of our orga-
nization?  Refer a new member and 
save $5 on your membership dues. 
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