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DES MOINES  

 

EARLY one morning about a month ago, Don Young peeled the floral bedsheets off the giant pumpkins 

growing in his backyard. Tiptoeing around the jungly vines, he carefully checked for holes. Then, bending 

his ear down over the nearest gourd, which was as high as his gut and wider than a truck tire, he gave it a 

solid smack and listened intently, like a doctor with a stethoscope.  

“This one’s thumping pretty good,” he said with a grin.  

Mr. Young is one of a number of amateur gardeners whose heart’s desire is to raise a pumpkin bigger than 

anybody else’s. These enthusiasts have always been obsessed, but now they are especially so. With the 

current world record at 1,810 pounds (a Smart car, by comparison, weighs 1,600 pounds), these growers 

can see the most important milestone of all on the horizon: the one-ton pumpkin. Galvanized by the 

prospect, they are doubling their efforts and devising a raft of new strategies involving natural growth 

hormones, double grafting and more, to become the first to reach that goal.  

This fall’s pumpkin contests have begun, and as many as 14 amateur growers have won regional weigh-

offs with entries tipping the scales at more than 1,500 pounds. The contests are far from over — they 

continue in force over the next two weekends — but already one pumpkin, raised by Dave Stelts of 

Edinburg, Pa., has come within three pounds of beating the 1,810-pound record set last year. Rumor has it 

that a record-breaker may emerge in California.  



The extreme summer weather this year has somewhat 

dampened the prospects of many growers in the Midwest, 

including Mr. Young. Still, he plans to enter a couple of 1,300-

pounders in a weigh-off in either Wisconsin or Minnesota this 

weekend, and true to his hobby’s compulsive form, even as he 

prepares for those contests he is busy mapping his strategies 

for next year.  

A professional tree trimmer by trade, Mr. Young, 47, spends 

$8,000 a year on his pumpkin hobby, money he admits he does 

not really have. His modest one-bedroom house is smaller than 

his backyard.  “If you try to make a living growing pumpkins, 

you better have something to fall back on,” he said about his day job.  

Sometimes, Mr. Young said, he will just sit among his pumpkins. “This is going to sound really crazy, but 

when these are really at their peak growth, they’ll make a sound,” he said. “You can feel it. It’s something 

surging in the pumpkin. Bup. Bup.”  

But it is the seeds, a strong indicator of a pumpkin’s size, that are the most bankable factor in the quest for 

giants. Last fall, Chris Stevens, 33, a Wisconsin general contractor who grew the 1,810-pound pumpkin, 

sold a single seed from it for $1,600, by far the most anyone has ever paid for a pumpkin seed. Its 

descendants may prove just as valuable.  

Seed trading has helped set new world records almost every year since 1997, when a pumpkin first broke 

the 1,000-pound barrier. The Giant Pumpkin Commonwealth bestows special leather jackets on those who 

have grown a pumpkin over 1,400 pounds, a club that includes fewer than 50 gardeners. But Mr. Stelts 

said he was raising the minimum to 1,600 pounds because of the escalating competition.  

“We’d like to award everybody,” he said. “But you know what? It’s not the Boy Scouts. You’ve got to 

prove yourself.”  

Extreme gardening involves money and sacrifice. Mr. Young wakes up in the middle of the night to check 

his pumpkins. He uses 27,000 gallons of water a month — nearly enough to supply a family of four for a 

year — and he has 80 sprinkler heads. He runs heat lamps all night after planting seeds in the chilly April 

ground, and cools his gourds with fans in sweltering midsummer heat. He can’t remember the last time 

he took a vacation.  

Still, for all the work, heartbreak is inevitable. A gardener can pamper his gourds for months and 

vigilantly stave off rot, disease and bad weather. But sometimes the giant fruits are so juiced up that they 

do not know how to stop feeding themselves.  

Mr. Connolly remembers with particular sadness one morning a few years ago when he left his pumpkins 

to go to church. He was gone for less than an hour, but he returned to find that his biggest pumpkin had 

exploded under the force of its own growth spurt.  

“There was a footlong crack through the rind,” he said. “It just blew up.”  

(END)  



The Race to Grow the One-Ton Pumpkin 

Part I:  Vocabulary 

1. Gourd  

2. Strategies  

3. Sweltering  

4. Pamper  

 

Part II: Answer these questions in complete sentences. 

5. Describe the pumpkin in the photograph! 

 

6.  What does the author compare the pumpkin’s weight to in paragraph 3? 

 

7.  How has the summer weather affected this year’s pumpkin crop? 

 

8.  What is the most valuable part of the pumpkin?  How can you tell it is valuable? 

 

9.  How does the author show that pumpkin-growing involves money and sacrifice? 

 

10.  Would you want to raise humongous pumpkins?  Why or why not? 

 


