
 

---Internal Use---  

Where in the world are the largest pumpkins grown: north/south version 

Joe Ailts, March 2021 

This data analysis is an exploration of where the world’s largest pumpkins are grown, from a north-to-south distribution 

perspective. The goal was to identify trends associated with what latitude range the majority of the largest pumpkins are 

grown in. Cucurbita maxima, the genus/species of giant pumpkins, are not native to North 

America or Europe.  The current best evidence of the origin of the species suggests that maxima 

may have been domesticated along the coast of Peru over 4000 years ago (Chomicki, 2019).  

Pinning down the exact climate maxima evolved in is tricky.  Peru is only 9 degrees latitude 

south of the equator, suggesting a year-round warm and tropical environment.  However, the 

country also lies on the western edge of South America, with a good portion of its western 

border up against the Pacific Ocean.  Peru also is host to the Andes mountain range, giving this 

country a wide diversity of climate conditions.   

It is hard, perhaps impossible, to determine what the original optimal environment for maxima 

was to flourish.  Further, through centuries of domestication across the world optimizing for 

fruit size, it is likely that environmental adaptations also took place impacting plant performance in various conditions 

(longer day length, heat tolerance, etc).  This leaves the question, for today’s Atlantic Giants, is there an optimal latitude 

for maximum growth potential?  

I wouldn’t expect there to be “one latitude to rule them all”.  There are just too many other climate and regional 

location-related factors that drive plant suitability. But I do believe that a general range can be ascertained from 

historical performance data that, when taken in the context of regional climate, can be helpful in understanding what 

type of environments pumpkin growers can find success in. Let’s have a look at what the pumpkin data suggests. 

To perform this analysis, the top twenty largest official pumpkins from 2010 to 2020, were extracted from the GPC 

dataset on www.bigpumpkins.com.  Each pumpkin is tied to an originating hometown, to which the latitude (degrees 

north) was assigned to that entry. This data was then mapped and statistically evaluated as discussed below. Entries 

known to have been grown inside of a greenhouse have been removed from the dataset. It is possible the remaining 

data contains pumpkins that were grown in a greenhouse, as not every pumpkin’s circumstances are well described.  

However, it is reasonably assumed that the dataset is constructed of primarily non-greenhouse grown fruit and the 

power of numbers diminishes the impact of any residual outliers.     

This analysis resulted in 202 entries. Cutting straight to the punchline, the average latitude of this dataset is 43.0 

degrees north.  Below is a graphic showing the distribution of pumpkin locations and where the 43rd parallel lands in the 

US as well as Europe.  
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There are some really interesting trends that emerge when the data 

is plotted on the maps.  We find a significant cluster on the west 

coast of the USA in the Napa region, at 38 degrees latitude.  This 

cluster also represents the southernmost latitude where top 20-

caliber pumpkins are grown.  In the upper Midwest, we find nearly 

all entries north of the 43rd, whereas the great lakes region and East 

coast cluster pretty heavily around the 43rd parallel.  Across the 

pond, most of the entries are well north of the average and 

constitute the furthest North latitudes in the dataset. So what trends 

can we extract from this data? 

The histogram below shows the statistical distribution of pumpkins 

at various latitude ranges.  Of note, 78 of the 202 entries, nearly 39% of all top 20 pumpkins grown each year in the 

last decade, were produced within the latitudes of 41.6-43.3 degrees.  A full 2/3 of top 20 pumpkins are grown 

between 40 & 45 degrees north. At face value, that’s a high concentration of pumpkins within a relatively narrow band.  

This begs the question, is 41.6-43.3 degrees north the “sweet spot” for maximizing fruit potential? 

 

 

Like most answers derived from highly variable datasets, the answer is “it depends”.  Let’s dig a little deeper into some 

of the nuance in the data.  As mentioned earlier, Napa, CA is an interesting cluster. 24 of the 27 data points from the 

southernmost latitudes came from the Napa region.  Is Napa, CA ideally suited for growing giant pumpkins….or, is the 

dataset biased by a group of talented growers that consistently produce top-weight fruit in the Napa area?  The Napa 

valley is known for its wine production.  Why do grapes and pumpkins do so well here?  Here’s a quote taken from the 

Napa Valley Vinters that sums up the region’s growing climate well:  “Defined by mountain ranges and influenced by its 
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proximity to the Pacific Ocean, the Napa Valley enjoys a dry Mediterranean climate perfectly suited to the growing of 

fine wine grapes. Only 2% of the earth’s surface is covered by a Mediterranean climate. The long growing season is 

marked by sunny, warm and dry days followed by cool evenings, an ideal combination for allowing grapes to ripen slowly 

and evenly.”   

Hmmmm. Seems like grapes and giant pumpkins may share some climate preferences.  Despite Napa’s more southern 

latitude, regional factors (ocean & mountains) prevent midsummer temperatures from becoming overly extreme.  

Average temps here peak in the low 90’s in July.  And because of the low humidity, nights cool down to an average of 

mid-50’s. I feel these are important factors for large pumpkins.   The Napa cluster also implies that shorter day length 

associated with more southern locations is not a major limiting factor in success.   

The upper Midwest contains a significant cluster of giant pumpkins in the 

44-45 degree range.  While notable, what catches my attention is the 

absence of top 20 entries south of the 43rd parallel in this region. Iowa, 

Illinois, and surrounding areas are known as the most productive farmland in 

the world.  Why do corn and soybeans do so well here but giant pumpkins 

are notably absent?  Is it an environmental factor, a low giant pumpkin 

grower density, or a combination of these and/or other factors?  Des 

Moines, Iowa has a summer climate that isn’t drastically different from 

Napa, CA from a high/low temp perspective.  It stays somewhat warmer at 

night during June/July/August, which is likely driven by its high relative 

humidity.  And here is a speculative factor as to why locations south of the 

43rd in the Midwest may struggle to produce top 20 fruit consistently.  The 

combination of summer heat and high humidity in this region contribute to 

challenges that likely limit upside in pumpkin success.  Humidity is often accompanied by thunderstorms and other 

adverse weather events that can negatively impact a season.  Strong winds, hail, and tornadoes are all recurring realities 

in this region.  High humidity also accelerates the onset and persistence of disease.  Soil pathogens and leaf diseases 

typically thrive in high humidity environments, both in warm and cool temperature ranges.  Pythium, fusarium, 

phytopthera, blights, mildews all love high humidity & moist environments.  Lastly, high humidity buffers nighttime lows, 

keeping temperatures elevated after dark when the plant would appreciate some rest.  Higher nighttime temps require 

the plant to remain in an active state of respiration, a process that consumes plant energy at a potential cost to fruit 

growth.  Taken in sum, I believe these environmental factors partially, maybe even significantly, explain why we do not 

see large numbers of top 20 fruit in the southern latitudes of the West, Midwest, and southeast region of the US.  

The great lakes and east coast regions build the bulk of the 43rd 

parallel average. These parts of the US and Canada seem to 

represent Goldilock’s “just right porridge”.  While temperature, 

humidity, and adverse weather extremes can and do affect these 

areas, they likely do not do so with similar intensity & duration 

experienced elsewhere in the US.  Buffered by the great lakes, 

Atlantic Ocean, and a jet stream generally flowing from west to 

east, this area is seemingly ideally suited for consistently 

producing maximum weight pumpkins. Of interest, 44 pumpkins (22% of the total dataset) were grown in a tight cluster 

at the intersection of the 43rd parallel and the Atlantic Ocean, in the states of RI, CT, MA, NH, & VT.  Here again we need 

to consider, is this a function of ideal climate/latitude enabling success or an exceptional group of experienced growers 

repeatedly achieving top honors despite their location?   

Summary: There are a few key takeaways that this investigation reveals.  Foremost, it is clear that championship-caliber 

pumpkins can be successfully grown at a wide range of latitudes. However, the further one gets from the 43rd parallel, 

the more dependent they are upon regional/local climate conditions that minimize extremes, notably summer heat, 
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adverse weather events, and high humidity.  Generally speaking, if you find yourself plus or minus a couple degrees of 

latitude within the 43rd parallel in the US & Europe, take comfort in the fact that history shows this is where the biggest 

of the big pumpkins are typically grown.   
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