
In autumn you can find produce that is for consumption, decoration, or even both.  Is a pumpkin a 

squash, or a gourd?  

Pumpkins are in the cucurbit family of plants that includes winter and summer squash, melons, 

cucumbers and gourds. These types of plants are also called vine crops. This is a confusing family with 

many similar Latin names and some species can cross pollinate each other leading to some wacky 

combinations if you save seeds. 

A gourd is a cucurbit that is mainly used for decoration or has functional purposes. Ornamental gourds 

are small, brightly colored and may be bumpy or oddly shaped. Utilitarian gourds are also known as 

hard-shell gourds. They can be dried and fashioned into ladles, jugs, planters, and birdhouses. There are 

gourds in the world that are edible, but in the U.S. we mainly think of gourds as decorative items. 

Gourds are thought to be native to North America, or possibly Africa. 

Pumpkins tend to be much larger and generally are orange in color (although with today’s demand for 

unique varieties, you can get a pumpkin in any size, shape or color!). Native to the America’s, they were 

originally grown as a food crop. Pumpkin varieties that are grown for pies and other dishes can be used 

interchangeably with winter squash. So calling a pumpkin a squash is probably the more accurate 

description!  

As Jack-O-Lanterns, pumpkins do have an ornamental side. Many pumpkin varieties are bred to be good 

for carving. The idea of using vegetables for lanterns is based on an Irish folktale. The original Jack-O-

Lanterns were made from beets, potatoes, or turnips. They were carved with faces and placed in 

windows to keep away evil spirits. This tradition continued when immigrants came to America and 

found pumpkins much more suitable for carving. 
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