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Hi! I’m Farmer Bee.
Welcome to the farm!
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Special thanks to.. .  
Cindy Marion, Yadkin County School Nutrition Director
Curtis Smith, T.C. Smith Produce Farm
Frank Howell and Melissa Beasley, Howell Farming Company
James Sharp, Fresh-Pik Produce
Matt Solana, Jackson Farming Company		
Nick Augostini, Assistant Director, Horticulture and Seafood  
	 Division, NCDA&CS
Tracey Bates, School Nutrition Specialist, North Carolina  
	 Department of Public Instruction

	 Watermelon carvings (with the exception of the turtle)  
	 courtesy of Patrick O’Brien. For more information, please  
             visit www.thefruitcarvingninja.com.

Thank you!

This book is dedicated to the farmers of North Carolina who grow watermelons and  
to the school nutrition professionals that prepare and serve them to our students.

This project coordinated by:  
Heather Barnes, Marketing Specialist  
North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 
and 
Karen Baltimore, Graphic Designer and Illustrator

Design and illustration by Karen Baltimore
For more of her work, please visit  
www.karenbaltimore.com
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Have you ever wondered where the watermelon served at your 
school comes from?
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It comes from farms like this one in North Carolina! Our state is the 
eighth largest grower of watermelons in the United States. 
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Watermelon harvest in North Carolina peaks in the summer. Come 
with us and we’ll show you!
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Did you know watermelons do not have to have red flesh or seeds? 
Watermelons can have red, orange or yellow flesh. Most watermelons 
grown in North Carolina have red flesh. Farmers grow mini, seedless 
and seeded varieties that can weigh from seven to fifty pounds.  

Most of our state’s  
watermelons are grown  

on farms east of  
Interstate 95.

I-95
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In March, farmers plant seeds in trays and put the trays in a greenhouse. 
The seeds will sprout into plants. The plants will be raised in a greenhouse 
until they are large enough to be transplanted to the field.
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Farmers begin preparing fields in mid-April. Using a tractor and plow, 
they till the soil to break up clumps of earth. Next, farmers form rows 
of raised beds using a bedder. This helps the soil drain water. 
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Some farmers leave the beds uncovered and plant watermelons on 
bare ground. Other farmers will lay agricultural plastic over the beds. 
Plastic helps control weeds and warm the soil. Plants will be watered 
through drip tape placed under the plastic. 
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Young plants are transplanted to the field in May. Workers ride a  
setter, placing each plant in the row by hand. These plants grow into 
watermelon vines.

A water wheel is attached to the setter. 
It punches holes in the plastic. Workers 
reach through the hole and place each 
plant into the soil. 
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A seedless watermelon cannot pollinate itself, so a seeded variety will  
be planted every four or five plants in the row. Honey bees will spread 
pollen from the seeded varieties to the seedless as they visit flowers.

Did you know  
watermelons are part 
of the Gourd family?
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Farmers often keep bee hives near watermelon fields. A honey bee must 
visit each flower on the vine seven times for it to be fully pollinated. 
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Watermelons begin as a flower. A melon will grow from the flower 
and ripen until picked.

That is so 
amazing!!



14

A watermelon vine has a stem, leaves, flowers, fruit and roots like other 
plants. Can you find the flowers on the vine? How many are there?

Leaves

Flowers

Stem

Roots

Fruit

Vine
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Vines can spread six to eight feet in one month, covering the bare 
ground between rows. Watermelons will start growing on the vine 
within 40 days of transplanting. 
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A seedless watermelon will weigh approximately 15 pounds when  
picked. One acre planted on bare ground will produce an average of 
40,000 pounds of watermelons. If planted on plastic, vines will produce 
an average of 60,000 pounds. That’s a lot of watermelons!
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Watermelons are ready for harvest 80 to 90 days after transplanting, 
which in North Carolina is around July 4. The rind, or outside, of  
a watermelon looks tough, but it can bruise easily. Workers walk 
through the fields, picking the ripe watermelons by hand. How do  
they know a watermelon is ripe?

July is National  
Watermelon Month!
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In 2013, Guiness World  
Records cited the  
largest watermelon  
at 350 ½ pounds. 

Using their hand, workers will thump the watermelon and if they hear 
a flat sound like a thud, the watermelon is ready to harvest. They will 
also look for a creamy tan spot on the bottom of the melon. This shows 
the watermelon ripened in the field under the sun. 
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Workers walk through each field up to four times between July and 
September because watermelons ripen at different times. They use a 
sharp knife to cut ripe watermelons from the vine and load them on  
a trailer in the field. 
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The trailer is taken to a packing shed where watermelons are washed, 
sorted by size and packed into cardboard bins. 
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Most North Carolina seedless watermelons are packed in bins that 
hold 36, 45 or 60 watermelons. Seeded watermelons are packed in 
bins that hold 28, 35 or 45 melons. Each bin weighs 700 pounds. 
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Bins are shipped to grocery stores and farmers’ markets throughout 
the state. Farmers also ship watermelons across the eastern United 
States and to Canada. 

Watermelons
North Carolina



23

Some North Carolina watermelons are picked up by North Carolina 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services trucks and delivered 
to schools just like yours across the state. 

www.gotobenc.com

NC Department of Agriculture  
and Consumer Services



24

The watermelon rind  
can be used for making 
preserves or relish.  

That makes the whole 
watermelon edible!

Have you ever eaten a slice of watermelon at your school?
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North Carolina watermelons taste sweet but do you know how  
nutritious this fruit is? One cup of watermelon has less than 50  
calories and no fat or cholesterol. It is an excellent source of vitamin  
C and a good source of vitamin A. Lycopene, a phytonutrient, gives 
watermelon its red color.



26

Watermelons are also versatile. They can be used to make smoothies, salsa 
and even pizza. A fun way to eat watermelon is watermelon cutouts.  
Ask an adult to cut a watermelon into 1-inch slices. Grab your favorite 
cookie cutters and cut fun watermelon shapes. Add your favorite berries 
and make fruit kabobs. I like to add blueberries to mine!

Yummy!  
Fruit kabobs!!
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Did you know you can carve a watermelon? Various organizations hold 
watermelon carving contests every year. These are so amazing!
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I love the taste of juicy, delicious North Carolina watermelon! Do you?



This publication was supported by the U.S. Department of  
Agriculture’s (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service  
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The North Carolina Farm to School program has  
been supplying school cafeterias with fresh, NC  
grown produce since 1997. The program is coordinated  
by the North Carolina Department of Agriculture  
and Consumer Services. For more information, please 
visit ncfarmtoschool.com.

www.ncfarmtoschool.com
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