
This year I planted winter squash and pumpkins for the first time. How do I know when they 
are ripe and what is the best way to store them? 
 
Harvest of winter squash and pumpkin can take place once the vines die. Usually the first frost 
will kill the vines and at that point you can collect all the fruit. The first couple frosts of the 
season are usually light and will not harm the fruit. Some fruit may become ripe before the 
vines die – as the fruits ripen they will deepen in color. Once this color change has taken place, 
press your thumbnail into the skin. If you cannot break the skin the fruits are fully mature and 
will store well. 
 
It’s best to harvest on a sunny day during a stretch of dry weather. Cut the fruits from the vines 
leaving a piece of the stem attached. Roll them over and leave them in the field for a couple of 
hours so that the underside dries off. Don’t carry them by their stems as these can break easily, 
especially on larger pumpkins. Fruit without stems do not store very well. Also be careful not to 
bruise the fruit – this can also lead to faster deterioration during storage. 
 
If you have a large number of fruit that you would like to store, wash them in a bleach solution 
as this will prolong their storage life. Mix one cup of bleach in a gallon of water. Dip or sponge 
off the fruit and allow them to drip dry without rinsing. Allow the fruit to cure at room 
temperature in an area with good air circulation for a couple of weeks. I have a sunny back deck 
and I lay all my squash out there to cure. 
 
After curing the fruit should be stored in a dry, dark, cool location (50 degrees F) with low 
humidity. Root cellars work best, but in today’s world very few homes have this option.  
Basements work well as long as they are dry. Cooler options also include a spare bedroom, 
closet or attic floors, or even the basement rafters. Check the fruit regularly and remove any 
fruit that begins to rot so it does not spread to the rest of the fruit. If stored correctly the 
squash can last for several months. Butternut squash stores especially well – I ’ve stored them 
into March without any decay issues. 
 
If you do not have storage space, your next option would be to cook the squash and freeze the 
pulp. Cut the squash in half and scoop out the seeds. Place the cut side down in a shallow 
baking dish and add ¼ inch of water. Bake at 375 degrees until tender (about an hour, 
depending on the size). Cool, then scoop the pulp into freezer containers. You can also puree 
the pulp before freezing. 
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