











i N OCTOBER THEY APPEAR
| suddenly: piles of orange orbs, lining
1 walkways and taking up parking spaces in
front of grocery stores, invading farmers’
markets, and dominating roadside produce
stands. The autumn pumpkin pageant has
begun, and millions of people who
otherwise have little connection with

fresh produce become intimately involved
with an outsized, mostly hollow orange
squash. The pumpkin is one of the first
plants that children recognize, remember,
and take to heart.

The uncertain, slimy adventure of
carving a pumpkin into a jack-o-lantern
is etched deeply into our memories of
childhood and parenthood. Even in the
twenty-first century, the Halloween
pumpkin doesn’t come prepackaged or
pre-carved. In our over-processed world,
to make a jack-o-lantern is still a slippery
encounter with nature in the raw. ,

However, there are no wild pumpkins.
Pumpkins, like corn and most domesticated
plants, are as much artifacts as automobiles
are. They require regular inputs of
maintenance. They need us. Without
persistent human intervention and
manipulation, pumpkins would end up in
the evolutionary junkyard with plesiosaurs
and saber-toothed tigers.

The tinkering is long-term and ongoing.
Seeds of a domesticated species of squash
excavated at an archaeological site in
Oaxaca, Mexico, have been recently dated
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to 10,000 years ago.! This surprisingly early
date marks squash as by far the oldest
domesticated plant in the Americas. This
particular species, over thousands of years
of human selection, eventually became
various edible squashes, including
pumpkins. The name “pumpkin” generally
refers to squashes that share a rounded
shape; a hard, ribbed rind; and orange color.
Dozens of recently developed, named
varieties are currently grown by farmers to
supply the Halloween market.

The jack-o-lantern is a New World take
on an Irish folk custom of using a
hollowed-out turnip as a lantern. The
original root-lantern was supposedly used
by the spirit of “Stingy Jack” to light his
way in the darkness between heaven and
hell. Poor Jack was accepted in neither
place. People put out carved and lighted
turnips and other vegetables to keep away
“Stingy Jack” and other unwelcome spirits
on All Souls Day, October 31. In America,
the pumpkin, already nearly hollow, became
the favored vegetable lantern and “scare-
spirit.”

We are most familiar with the jack-o-
lantern type of pumpkin, but many other
varieties occur as well. Most were selected
for their value as food rather than as
decoration. Pumpkin seeds and marrow are
important in many traditional Mexican
recipes, especially those of the Oaxaca
region. While pumpkins are native to the
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Americas, they traveled widely. They were
brought to Europe in the 1500s, where
additional selection occurred. The pumpkin
known in France as vif-rouge-de-temp, the
prototype for Cinderella’s coach, is a deep
orange, flavorful squash used for rich pies
and soups.

After Halloween, pumpkins disappear
as quickly as they arrived. Some are
smashed by marauding guy-children;
some sag slowly into compost bins; and a
few, the flavorful ones, are put into cool
storage to become spicy Thanksgiving
pies. The connection between pumpkins
and Thanksgiving extends back to the
Pilgrims, who learned about pumpkins
from Native American farmers.

Pumpkins are an autumn icon with a
message. In a patch or on the porch,
pumpkins are bold reminders of the
hybrid nature of our cultural heritage: Old
World folklore and customs have become
attached to a New World crop with roots
in the dim antiquity of the early
Mesoamerican Neolithic. #

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and anthropologist
Nan Hannon grow French pumpkins in their
Ashland garden.
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