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Preface



Thoughts on the Changing Nature of the Swine Scene in the Last Decade

In the years since the last revision of this book, some remarkable changes have occurred in the way hogs are kept and managed on small farms and holdings and how that pork has gone on to be marketed.

The pork as a commodity trade has gone global, foreign investors have taken up major holdings in the mega-swine corporations, and distrust of the local product and rising income levels have increased the demand for U.S. pork in China and other parts of the Far East. The big Chinese stake in Smithfield may mean even more selling opportunities in the United States for local pork produced in more traditional ways.
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While factory-farmed pork is being sold into the global village, Main Street USA has begun expressing a strong demand for more local food items produced in a more traditional and sustainable way. These are the market niches in which big-box store retailing cannot easily enter and compete. It could be called almost artisanal production, though done with a steady eye on the bottom line of the ledger page and with an abiding respect for the animal in question and its true nature.

The small-scale producer today, by doing things the traditional way, is now the outlier, the maverick. This role is one that cannot be co-opted by big packing or factory farming. Theirs is a local product with the daintiest of carbon footprints and, to reach consumers, requires no 1,500-mile trek down the old Monfort Road to the West Coast or from the Carolinas to the Corn Belt and back to consumers in the East.

Theirs is often breed-specific pork, not from sows that have been pushed to wring ever more poundage out of them. It is produced with a transparency and an interaction between producer and consumer that is bringing something of a fine-wine status to hams and chops. It is a type of pork production that would be very familiar to my grandparents.

It has producers working with small numbers of very select animals, a strong reliance on purebred genetics, the use of simple though very distinctive feedstuffs and rations, more seasonal patterns of production, and producer involvement now continuing well beyond the farm gate. It is a template being employed in many areas of animal agriculture, including sheep rearing and the production of an ever more select table egg.


From a herd of just three to five sows, substantial numbers of offspring can be produced even with a seasonal pattern of farrowing. With purebred females producing purebred offspring and a two-litter farrowing calendar, each sow should still produce 16 to 18 young per year. A litter of just 8 grown to a harvested weight of 240 pounds each should then yield more than 1,100 pounds of pork to be marketed directly in any number of ways.

And as purebreds, they could have further value as seedstock, animals to be used for youth project work, feeder stock to be sold to others, or as whole carcasses to be sold into the restaurant trade where tail to snout is the current standard for processing and recipe preparation.

The breeds of primary marketing importance of the moment are the Duroc and Berkshire, due to the recognized eating qualities of the pork that they produce. Research has determined that the Tamworth and Chester White breeds also produce a rather distinctive pork product, and I believe that the Black Poland and Hampshire breeds may do so also. When produced in a more traditional manner and fed for the task, pork has long been known as perhaps the most savory and flavorsome of meat choices.

Putting together a small swine herd, even in the heart of the Corn/Hog Belt, is no longer the simple task it once was. As factory farming gained its grip on hog finishing and pork production, the belief was that the seedstock would continue to come from the independent farm sector. The inverse quickly proved to be true, and replacement females and breeding boars became one more example of in-house production, much like the company newsletter and the formulas for least-cost, computerized rations.

The seedstock trade buckled and a goodly number of once popular swine breeds slipped ever closer to endangered status. To find a needed boar or a couple of foundation females might now require a trip across two or three states even in the Midwest. Fortunately, once established, a purebred livestock herd or flock can become largely self-sustaining, at least producing needed female replacements. Good Hampshires, Black Polands, Spots, and Chester Whites are no longer that easy to find, and there are some real genetic purity issues surrounding some of the largely black and patterned breeds, where it is easier to inject some Pietrain or other breeding to increase muscling levels.

The show-ring and the commercial sector have parted ways in a most dramatic and extreme manner. In many instances, purebred operations have opted almost entirely to the production of show pigs that are most extreme in their patterns of muscling and cover.

Far and away most of the phone calls that I now receive requesting help in locating breeding stock concern the Berkshire breed, with the Duroc moving up as a strong second-­position contender. A more distant third is the Hereford, and interest in the Tamworth seems markedly down since the last updating of this book. Interest in the rarer Large English Black and Gloucester Old Spot breeds has changed as it becomes more recognized that these are rather classic mothering breeds with some issues as to finishing and carcass quality. It is the lot of the pig to be pork, and some of them are better at it than others.


Some of the rarer breeds, such as the Guinea Hog and the Ossabaw, have again begun to languish because of issues such as an absence of clear breed type standards, support organizations lacking the structure to promote the breed, and the very real need for breeders to take them up for more practical ends.

At one farm conference I spoke at a couple of years ago, the question was raised as to what exactly does a poorly bred Guinea Hog look like? From the back of the group, a veteran farm woman raised the even more important question of what should a good one look like?

The ultimate value of a hog, any hog, will be determined by the carcass that hangs on the rail at the packing plant. And there it will hang in place next to Duroc and Berkshire and other purebred and crossbred carcasses. Why raisers of some of these minor breeds have not gone together to hold type conferences and breeding class shows to resolve questions of type quality, showcase their breeds, increase sales, and further spread breeding animals has long been a real puzzle to me.

This is not to say that the very old breeds aren’t worth preserving, but too many raisers have taken them up as if they were show ponies or teacup poodles. Before it ran its course, the fad for Vietnamese Potbellied pigs saw that gene pool watered down in several ways. Breeding in of other swine breeds added new and different colors outside of known breed type. A breeders’ market had pigs that should have been neutered sold for outrageous prices as breeding animals. Speculators and naive investors were driven to bankruptcy, and the Potbellied pig itself was left to symbolize all that is bad with fads in livestock production and the entire exotic animal sector.

The challenge for concerned folks now is to bring back breeds like the Black Poland and Chester — and, yes, even the Hampshire breed needs to be restored to the type and status that it had just 30 years ago. Many believe that we are on the cusp of a real change in swine type, a return to a naturally thicker and more durable hog that produced a far better tasting and cooking pork product.


Pork Production

Demand is steadily growing for pork from hogs produced in rather specific ways.

They can vary from hogs produced on farms where there are no crates to those that are antibiotic-free to those that are fed in very specific ways. All must have the necessary demand and market structure to ensure that they will be cost effective to produce. And some farms are combining production practices to give their output even greater added value.

Antibiotics have long been overused and abused in the production of livestock. There are now regulations in place to limit the addition of antibiotics to livestock rations and require that it be done under a prescription issued by a veterinarian. These regulations are still quite new, with some possible kinks to be worked through, but they are also backed up by what is going on in the marketplace.

A great many fast-food and family restaurant chains have announced that all of their sources of meat and eggs will be antibiotic-­free by 2020 or 2025. If you don’t believe this is important, note that every time just one chain opts to promote its “riblet” product, butcher hog prices rise by as much as five cents per pound.


Antibiotic-free production will not come with a simple snap of the fingers. At an Amish farm auction a short while back, I viewed a set of hogs in the early stages of an antibiotic-­free program, and also in attendance were several younger farmers with similar programs back home. The females varied greatly in size, breed, body type, and general condition due to the difficulty of assembling any number of breeding animals currently outside of contract production. The boars, though representing one of the current hot breeds, were thumping, rheumy-eyed, and showing obvious respiratory stress. The chill of that early March day and the wet snow flurries falling on them didn’t help things either.

Sipping from cups of hot chocolate and looking for a barn wall to lean against out of the wind, some of the new-age, antibiotic-free producers began peppering the old guy with questions. Nearly all of their questions had the same answer.

An antibiotic-free hog is not going to just happen. They should be in such production for the long haul and that means learning to breed and feed your way out of a great many different challenges that will be encountered along the way. Most of those producers were starting with swine genetics that were confinement bred and based. They would have to be bred up for their new environment with body type changes as needed, and animals would have to adapt again to a more natural order, There would be setbacks, and it would take time. It was the same lesson the sons of Noah soon had to learn after the door to the ark was opened.

Livestock has to be selected and bred up for new environmental conditions and challenges. An outdoor, antibiotic-free hog is going to need more cover and a deeper and wider chest. Things as seemingly trivial as the diameter of nostril openings will matter. And this year’s pig crop should be put together with the intent to breed even better-performing future generations from them.

It took us 10-plus years to get our Duroc sow herd even close to where we wanted it to be as to performance, depth, and consistency in performance and output. When we sought to start a second Duroc line, we drove a lot of high-dollar Duroc females back up the chute to town before we found the one good one on which to found a new line.

And though right for our small farm and markets, she would not have worked everywhere and for every other swine producer. The factory-farm sector has been guilty of trying to make of the hog a creature that nature never intended it to be: lapdog docile for a life in crates and crowded compounds, with a fat rind that’s potato-chip thin, bred to the uniformity of a sleeve of saltine crackers, and in any color you want as long as it is white.


Feed Developments

There are some in the alternative pork camp who are guilty of becoming too rigid in their thinking and advocating that the only alternative course of swine production is theirs and theirs alone.

The feed is the fuel for the hog and thus the fuel for the swine-producing venture. Swine rations have seemingly been tweaked and twisted forever. A most major change in my lifetime was the pulling of animal protein sources from swine and other livestock rations. Now there are attempts to create soy- and even corn-free swine rations. Yes, the species began with an animal of the forest floor that would eat pretty much anything it encountered in its wandering, including the odd, slow peasant. And yes, they are still omnivores.


Blame it on where and how I was raised, but the hog and coarse yellow corn grain are one of those truly rare matches that I believe was made in heaven. Without both, there would certainly be no Cincinnati or Chicago.

A hog is most certainly not a ruminant and cannot graze efficiently. At the very best, gestating sows and older growing hogs, animals that weigh more than 125 pounds, might be able to meet 10 percent of their nutrient needs from a good, legume-based browse. Historically, some very good swine rations were formed simply with open-pollinated corn and whey or skimmed milk.

The corn grain might even have been set to soak for a time in the dairy by-product to soften the grain surface and further improve digestibility. The open-pollinated corn of that earlier era had a crude protein content in the 10 to 13 percent range, and some varieties may have even been higher. With simple supplementation and in seasonal systems of production, they could form fairly complete rations for hogs at all stages of development.

There has been a notable reduction in the crude protein content of many modern corn hybrids. Some have been developed for uses other than livestock feeding, including higher carbohydrate content for alcohol production. Forced-air heating processes for drying down corn moisture content following harvest also can reduce its feeding quality.

Corn still remains the most widely used and available and cost-effective energy choice in formulating swine rations. Some pretty exotic alternatives to corn in swine rations have been proposed, but generally at substantially greater costs or resulting in quite complex and more difficult to formulate rations.

Wheat, barley, and grain sorghum or milo can replace corn in swine rations, although best results occur when they replace no more than 50 percent of the corn in a ration. If ground too fine, wheat can cause palatability issues, and milo needs additional supplementation for vitamins A, D, and E. There is a growing amount of non-GMO corn now available for livestock feeding, and some premium markets do exist for hogs fed in such a manner. Added costs to produce a pound of gain must be offset by a higher selling price for the practice to be successful.

Open-pollinated corn may again represent one of the best ration choices for today’s smaller-scale, more traditional pork producers. It would certainly add further distinction and appeal to pork from one of the heirloom breeds or pork from hogs that are raised out of doors.

Small-scale producers, whether direct-­marketing pork or not, must realize that the greatest number of consumers were, are, and always will be price-driven buyers. And the small farm producer must always be cost-­conscious in his or her selection of production practices and inputs.

Those seeking to find ways around the use of soy in swine rations are using all sorts of alternatives from fish product to other bean crops to formulating very complex rations. The more components going into a ration, the more opportunities there are for one or two to be deficient in nutrient content or past their prime and resulting in an improperly balanced blend. Reductions in protein content in a swine ration can impact growth, development, and reproductive performance.
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A feral hog can do a fair job of forming its own diet, but with what most consumers would consider an unacceptable “ick” factor and taking a very long time to reach anything near an acceptable harvest weight.

Of late, I have noticed a growing interest in the earlier developed varieties of soybeans in common use when I was a youngster. Then, we were able to save our own soybean seed, and many of those varieties came to fit our farms. Today, they might represent an alternative to the soybean oil meal made from modern soy varieties bred ever more with primary emphasis on yield. Others are using the extrusion process to make a higher-fat soy product from locally grown beans. Most legumes need heat or pressure processing to make them truly useful as a protein source.

Those considering alternative ration components must be assured of selling prices for their hogs or pork that will fully cover all costs. Those costs include possibly added expenses to acquire, necessary on-farm storage, any special processing methods required in their use, and the volatility of price often associated with such less frequently used components. Increasingly, consumers are beginning to question just how much they can afford to pay for value-adding practices, including organic production. The smallholder with limited resources cannot hope to be all things to all people and should focus only on those value-adding practices that will continue to be consistently rewarded in his or her marketing outlets.

Frankly, I have been a bit disappointed by all of the finger pointing that has gone on in the alternative farming camp. Livestock farming can be done in many different ways, and none can be considered to be clearly superior to the others in every aspect. The only people that the producer has to feed are his or her family and self, and to that end the venture must be as profitable as possible. The smallholder who endeavors to operate fairly, to respect the animals in his or her care, and to achieve a good income should be considered a success.


Stock Numbers Reconsidered

Operating with very small numbers is certainly at odds with the thinking that has prevailed in production for the last 50 to 75 years.

Before that, however, it would have been very much in keeping with the way swine production was viewed. A sow herd seldom measured more than 10 head, they were one-boar operations, and they were kept in those numbers for many very good reasons.

They were viewed as one more pursuit among a very rich and diverse mix of ventures that made up the financial undergirding of the family farm. They added to earnings and gave a more even cash flow onto the farm and provided fuller employment for farm family members. Along with the risk management advantages afforded by venture diversity, the added practices gave the farm greater environmental harmony and stability.

Despite all of their claims for extensive biosecurity measures. the massive swine factories are among the most vulnerable of farming institutions. Storm damage, power failure, even terrorist attack — they place tens of thousands of head at near constant risk.


If you’ve lived any time at all in the country, you know that sheet-metal buildings and chain-link fences, even when topped with razor wire as many are now, are not barriers for mice and sparrows and other forms of vermin that can carry potential health ills with them. Most vulnerable to health ills are those females giving birth and lactating and the very young. With factory-farming methods, large numbers of both are constantly present on many sites. Some units hold nothing but bred and farrowing females or very young pigs held in hot nurseries. It is a most unpleasant analogy, but their situation is similar to a constant, open sore, vulnerable to all manner of infections.



Rethinking Hog Farming

Today’s modern, small-scale producers are beyond outliers; they are charting something rather new, though based on some practices and perceptions of how things should be that are of long standing.

Almost grudgingly, the commercial farm press and some of the elements of the current supporting infrastructure are recognizing that these producers are onto something. It doesn’t fit their way of doing things, but it is passing the acid test: it is making money. Even some AI boar studs are starting to carry boars of breeds and type that will fit this more artisanal pork trade.

These pioneering hog men and women are involved in everything from breed preservation work to ration development to direct marketing to end consumers. This is moving producers far beyond when the day would begin by loading some butchers (butcher hogs) on the pickup for sale at the local buying station, visiting a nearby breeder to select a new boar, and then stopping by the local elevator to buy a ton of sow cubes and a couple of hundred pounds of pig starter before heading home.

There are very few markets left in the countryside for selling hogs now, though there does seem to be some rebound in auction sales. Many buying stations may now be open just a day or two each week or require an appointment to sell hogs.

In nearly every instance now, the new pork producer is creating something rather special and unique for his or her farm and markets. Luckily, the small farm has always been a seat of imagination and creativity.

There are fads and fancies to be worked through. Producers have to reconcile the economics of family farm operation with the wants of foodies and the needs of the great majority of consumers with mortgages and car payments.

Direct marketing now brings producers deeper into the marketing process than at any time since the market fairs of long ago in the Old World. There and then, the local farmers walked the weekly meat needs of nearby villages to town on four good legs.

Direct marketing helps to allay many of the fears consumers have had about the food systems that supply them. It also firmly places the hand of the consumer on the supply tap. What makes it work and what can make it so difficult is that both groups have to come together and create a marketplace face-to-face.

What may matter most in this marketplace is the presence of the producer. What earns a premium is not that the chops are from a Berk, but that they are from the hands of one who knows why that matters, is doing something about it, and is there to relate what has already been done.

This new pork production is certainly at least somewhat familiar to me, but as my dear wife is always quick to point out, I have been going about this for more than 55 years. Recently, however, the governors of North and South Dakota felt it necessary to come together to fund a program to educate younger farmers in basic livestock-raising skills.


The primary markets for coarse grains and soy in this country are still as livestock feeds. The recent return of smaller-scale cattle feeding to the Midwest should also bode well for pork producers as new processing facilities are being built there. The corn and hog bond, I believe, will not be broken.

For the moment, the smaller-scale swine producer is very much an independent agent, largely creating product and market as he or she creates the right swine venture for the home farm. It is reminiscent of my grand­parents’ day when they went from having a laying flock to operating their own egg route.

They were bypassing middlemen who didn’t always care about the farmers’ lot and going straight to consumers, who didn’t always understand what it meant either and what had to be done to be a successful farmer. It is the producer who is giving renewed life and definition to the concepts of heritage and local pork.


Market Directions

Farmers’ markets and CSAs, heritage swine breeds, artisanal and local pork, tail-to-snout eating, and new pork products and processing methods: it is not the hog farming business that I grew up in.

It is not that different, however, and the new pork is joining the cage-free heirloom egg on the breakfast plate of modern and more informed consumers. It is put there by consumer wants and by swine producers determined to do their farming in a better and more natural way.

This is the twenty-first century, but many of the core measures and aspects of swine care remain the same, and many of those practices and all of the swine breeds still in place were known in the nineteenth century. There are some fewer breeds and perhaps fewer producers, although at the darkest of times in rural America a good many still kept a few sows tucked away behind the machine shed. The local butcher and the small-scale packers have been hard pushed by the big-box store system of food retailing, but they, too, are staging something of a comeback.

Elite chefs are learning to do their own butchering, and there is a growing awareness that pork, like wine, can reflect a certain terroir. In its flavor and texture are vibrant indications of how it was bred and reared and fed.

A couple of times in my life I thought we got things just about right in the hog game, and both times, the independent producer was the one in charge of swine type and production practices.

I was still in my teens when the market was served and very content with a 220-pound butcher hog. They were quite young at harvest, coming off the farm at 5 to 51⁄2 months of age. As young animals they were naturally leaner, were quite efficient in the conversion of feedstuffs to muscle gain, and were producing the smaller primal cuts in keeping with the already developing trend to smaller families and more meals eaten away from home.

The lighter-weight butcher hog was nature’s route to a lean and most efficient-­to-produce pork product. It was easy to produce, handle, and house.

The packing trade wanted bigger carcasses to get more product from the killing floor and packing line, where there are wages to be paid. The quicker the butcher hog became a mini-beeve, the better. And the push continues for a 300-pound (if not bigger) animal at harvest.


To get them bigger means that they will be older, they will stand around on the farm longer, and they will eat more. The older the animal, the slower it grows, less lean muscle is produced, and the fat level on the carcass increases. A pound of fat requires more feed to produce than a pound of lean gain. Some of these hogs are now on the farm for 180 days or more and sold through a wholesale marketing system where the only premium is for poundage, on and off the killing floor.

In the early 1990s, we again got close to a pretty good hog for the producer and consumer alike. We had a 240-pound butcher animal carrying a backfat cover in the 1-inch range. It was built on a strong purebred base, often derived from a three-breed cross to maximize hybrid vigor in a way still manageable on a small farm. It was a hog that would work in the dirt or on concrete, and a handful of gilts could still get you into farming.

We had a Duroc sow herd with a 10-pig litter average under the shade of white oak trees, and friends and neighbors with herds of Hamps and Yorks and Chesters all doing well, too.

The solutions to many of today’s challenges in swine production were largely in hand in earlier times. To those with humane concerns, those lighter-weight market animals held merit. For example, with younger animals at harvest the need for castration might very well be eliminated. And the seedstock producing those later, 240-pound butchers took steamy August days and cold January nights equally in stride.

As this new pork and the new pork producers are being created, they have a past from which to draw. Their future will involve both innovation and renewal, and there should be room for a great many more of them if they remain respectful of the animal and the better traditions behind it.
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1An Introduction to Raising Hogs




[image: Captioned image.]
Shoats showing strong Yorkshire breeding resting atop a good straw bed




Of all of the major livestock species, none is more misunderstood or less appreciated than the hog. Research now shows that the hog was domesticated at least 6,000 years ago, making it one of the livestock animals with the longest association with man. Both species, I believe, are improved by that association.

The rooting, squealing, twisted-tailed “mortgage lifter” of the Midwest is actually known and valued far beyond the borders of the Corn Belt and the rim of the breakfast plate. The ancient Egyptians sowed seeds into ground broken and trampled by the sharply pointed hooves of hogs, and that practice continues down to this very day with smallholders — rural-lifestyle folks and small farmers who regularly use a hog or two to till their fallow garden sites.

Hogs arrived in the New World with the conquistadors, brought as a trail-along larder, and moved ever westward with the expanding frontier. Along the American frontier, cured pork products — such as hams and bacons — even served as an early form of currency.

In the classic folk song “Sweet Betsy from Pike,” a spotted hog figures quite prominently in the livestock inventory that Betsy and her husband, Ike, take west with them. The Pike in that song title was a reference to Pike County, Missouri, which to this day remains one of the best-known pork-producing counties in the nation and is still home to some good Spotted hogs. The first Duroc gilt I bought, now more than 50 years ago, hailed from that same Pike County.

The vigor and hardy nature of those early ridge runners and nearly feral hogs continues. No major livestock species is more durable, adaptable, or productive than the hog. Here on our smallholding in eastern Missouri, the River Hills region, I have had sows produce three litters in a single 12-month period. An average of 2.25 litters per sow per year, with seven or eight pigs weaned per litter, is doable on even the smallest of farms. There are sows on medium-sized farms in both Europe and the United States that are producing nearly 26 pigs each per year. Corporate farms boast an average of more than eight pigs per litter produced by sows bred for confinement, but they are not nearly as quick to note the near 20 percent death loss encountered in the span of time between birth and weaning.


Small producers with simple facilities following a more seasonal plan of production can realize just two litters per sow per year without taxing their time or resources. And it is reasonable to expect those litters to have an average of eight or nine pigs at both birth and weaning.


Hog-Farming Trends

When Europeans first began to settle in the United States, feral animals were simply harvested as needed from the wild. Later, when America’s first farmers began raising pigs, production was one of a diverse mix of modest yet complementary agricultural ventures. This method of production provided the fullest possible employment for the farmer and his family and afforded them a livelihood that was both environmentally and economically sound.

In my early years in the 1960s, hogs were thought to be everybody’s “poor relations,” valued by farmers only for their year-round marketing potential, not because they were glamorous in any way. Between 1968 and 1985, they became the gateway venture into the farming life. In 1997, when A Guide to Raising Pigs was first published, pork production in the United States was entering a time of great change. The break between large and small producers, though long predicted, came about quite suddenly. Hogs were considered an “übercommodity” — the follow-up species to the confinement-housed broiler chicken and the focus of a high-volume, intensely mechanized system.

There followed a period of great realignment and uncertainty when most of the swine producers with medium-sized herds left the field. Production costs increased, while the fees paid for butchering hogs fluctuated widely. Corporate sow herds came to number in the tens of thousands as marketing outlets for small producers declined sharply in numbers. Some swine breeds sank ever closer to extinction, and environmental and social issues gathered over store meat counters like storm clouds. It became harder and harder to actually see hogs nosing about even here in the heart of the Corn Belt. Corporate hogs were concealed in their factory-farm buildings, and small producers numbered a scant few.

In order to survive, small hog producers found they needed to return to older methods and patterns of production — those practiced on the country’s early farms. They needed to practice diverse farming methods that were unfamiliar to more recent generations of pork producers. The golden age of the “hog man,” the producer specializing solely in pork production from his or her family-farm base, had come to an end. And it was just as well; the single-commodity production agriculture that had evolved was neither good risk management nor consistent with the nature of family farms.


Moving Away from “Big Pork”

There are a number of truly monstrous swine-­production facilities operating now, and the general belief has been that it takes a yearly production of at least 50,000 butcher hogs for someone to be considered a hog man in this new age. But the “bigger is better” trend is waning — and it is alive only in the corporate sector. The presence of this sector is not as enduring and as unchangeable as many once believed it to be. “Big pork,” for all its millions of pounds of production, is in a precarious position of sorts. It has enemies, a near legion of them.

And the large producers seem to be ever at war with each other, swallowing each other up in mergers at every turn. In their quest for a uniform end product, they embrace technology and practices that leave them with hogs with an ever-narrowing gene pool. It’s as if they believe that they somehow have the right to impose their corporate will on the countryside and their consuming public.




Terms Used for Hogs and the Stages of Swine Development


Generic Terms

hog: a swine that weighs more than 120 pounds

pig: a male or female swine weighing up to 60 pounds

piglet: layman’s term for a young pig, but don’t use this around swine producers unless you want to be laughed out of the coffee shop

shoat: a pig, male or female, from 60 to 120 pounds

swine: the species

Market Terms

butcher: a hog being raised to readiness for slaughter

feeder pig: a pig weighing between 35 and 70 pounds and purchased to be fed out (raised) by another swine producer

growing/finishing hog: any hog weighing more than 50 pounds in the feedyard

Terms for Females

dam: female parent

gilt: a young female

open gilt: a female that has reached puberty but has not yet been bred

second-litter gilt: a marketing term; a young sow

sow: a female hog after one or two litters

Terms for Males

barrow: castrated male

boar: male with testicles intact

sire: male parent

stag: older male; older castrate being sent to slaughter





There is a strong belief in the traditional rural community that big pork may eventually depart these shores for locales with labor, environmental, and animal-welfare regulations that are friendlier to their corporate farming model. In the manner of today’s high-volume fishing fleets, there is speculation that they could load hogs raised anywhere in the world aboard large, seagoing abattoirs and then deposit finished pork products on our shores or wherever the demand is highest. What they will do with the viscera is anyone’s guess, but I sure wouldn’t want to swim in the wake of any of those ships.

Corporate farms have endured because they have set the bar for bargain-seeking consumers and are willing to slug it out with each other for a penny or two of profit per pound of production. How well that market will continue to sustain producers in the future is debatable now, for just as the hog-producing sector broke in two, so did the consuming public. As American consumers grow ever more selective about their purchases, basing their buying decisions on practices used to raise the food they eat, it can only bode well for smaller hog raisers whose approach to pork production is respectful of consumers’ desires and the pigs.


Not long ago, I sorted through a large display of frozen sticks of bulk pork sausage at a local supermarket. They were flavored and spiced in a number of varieties, had all sorts of brand names that used the words “farm” and “country,” and used numerous barns and other rural images in their logos, yet nearly all of them came from just two packing firms with extensive sow herds kept in confinement.

To some these giants may appear too big to tackle, but to me they actually seem to be more dinosaur than rocket ship to the future. They have grown too big and ponderous. They spend a lot of time combating dissatisfied consumers, rural neighbors, and air-pollution regulations. Pressure to leave the stage is mounting, and as they begin to falter, choices for consumers are growing as a number of marketing and production options open for pig raisers with the creativity and flexibility long identified with America’s small, family farmers.


Getting the Whole Hog Picture

It seems that anyone with an interest in a sustainable system of pork production will need to endure a period of transition, perhaps great transition. The independent producer will be pursuing a very different production model from those of the recent past but one not all that different from the way hogs were kept and pigs were produced in the United States in earlier years. Production will not be about pork as a mere commodity. A pig is far more than input loaded into a confinement unit with pressure applied in the form of feed and energy until it is complete and the wastes roll out from one end and the often restructured “pork product” from the other.

More and more, American consumers — with some of the highest disposable incomes in the world — are making informed decisions about food-item and food-supply purchases that are in keeping with their values. They have concerns about the condition of the environment, the quality of life of livestock, the sustainability of freestanding business, and the local agricultural economy. They want smaller, family farmers to be their farmers for the future and for the here and now. Hog producers must painstakingly approach the job with all the heart it takes to create fine wine, a rare and sumptuous fruit, or a gourmand-inspired heritage broiler. They will be a part of what is coming to be known as artisanal agriculture.


Successful Small Producers

Emerging now is a type of pork production that is truly imaginative, hinging greatly on direct marketing. Small producers are working with quite modest numbers; they are often one-boar operations with seldom more than 10 or 15 sows. My grandfather would recognize and be quite comfortable with this model of production. And the meat produced in the process suits my grandmother’s classic Midwestern/Southern style of cooking, as well as that of today’s top chefs.

These small businesses focus on artisanal production and consider consumer values the foundation for their business and raising practices. Most of the marketing entails making contact directly with the consumer, rather than relying on retailers and contract processors to do the work. And communication with the customer doesn’t end once an order is placed; the producer maintains contact with the consumer during production. These operations are clear alternatives to corporate production.


Some decry this production process as “boutique farming,” but call it what detractors may, these hog raisers are being rewarded with boutique earnings! Although hog production has been forced into a corporate mold in recent years, those practices don’t consider the nature of the hog, the laws of the marketplace, the wishes of the consumer, and the calling of the farmer to be a wise and thoughtful steward. Production on a modest scale, such as that described in this book, is production on a human and humane scale. It requires a great deal of interaction with pigs as well as with the consumer. Although they have sometimes been temporarily overrun by greedy corporate business-management systems, farming operations that keep consumer concerns in the forefront have always been rewarded in the U.S. marketplace.

The versatile hog will always be a creature of the small farm and the smallholding; it is a far too valuable and utilitarian creature to think it might serve otherwise. Its role is not so much changing as it is returning to that of earlier times. You cannot discuss sustainable agriculture without factoring in the importance of extensive venture diversification on family farms. It is a way of life that requires the farmer to engage in 5 to 10 different cost-efficient, easy-to-start ventures that do not compete for farm resources, and offer year-round selling options. I can think of no other large animal that matches the production and marketing potential of the hog.

To those who are new to raising pigs or who are considering making pig raising a vocation instead of a hobby, I say, bring an open mind to these animals. Study their past very carefully: you will find in the history of hog raising many clues to the future. Stay open to the widest of possible futures. Hog production now will very much be what you, the producer, make of it.

For a sample of a small-producer calendar year with farm ventures that do not compete, see the appendix.
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Most hogs as we know them today are thought to have descended from the Eurasian wild boar. From Asia, they spread to Europe and Africa.



Modern Pork Production

The pigs of today are efficient converters of feedstuffs to lean, healthful protein that is nutrient dense and readily digestible. On average, the pork produced today is a full 30 percent leaner than the pork of the 1950s, when much of the human nutritional data that is still in use was gathered. Through selective breeding, better care and management, and improved feeding practices, modern pork has become a source of protein of the highest quality. It is rich in such high-value nutrients as iron and zinc and has a fat content comparable to a same-size serving portion of chicken.












	
Serving Sizes and Nutritional Profiles of Lean Meats





	
3 ounces of cooked, roasted, trimmed


	
Calories


	
Total Fat (g)


	
Saturated Fat (g)


	
Cholesterol (mg)







	
Lean Chicken





	
Skinless chicken breast


	
140


	
3.1


	
0.9


	
73





	
Skinless chicken leg


	
162


	
7.1


	
2.0


	
80





	
Skinless chicken thigh


	
178


	
9.3


	
2.6


	
81





	
Lean Cuts of Pork





	
Pork tenderloin*


	
139


	
4.1


	
1.4


	
67





	
Pork boneless sirloin chop**


	
164


	
5.7


	
1.9


	
78





	
Pork boneless loin roast*


	
165


	
6.1


	
2.2


	
66





	
Pork boneless top loin chop**


	
173


	
6.6


	
2.3


	
68





	
Pork loin chop**


	
171


	
6.9


	
2.5


	
70





	
Pork boneless sirloin roast*


	
168


	
7.0


	
2.5


	
73





	
Pork rib chop**


	
186


	
8.3


	
2.9


	
69





	
Pork boneless rib roast*


	
182


	
8.6


	
3.0


	
70





	
Lean Cuts of Beef





	
Beef eye of round*


	
141


	
4.0


	
1.5


	
59





	
Beef top round***


	
169


	
4.3


	
1.5


	
76





	
Beef tip round*


	
149


	
5.6


	
1.8


	
69





	
Beef top sirloin**


	
162


	
5.8


	
2.2


	
76





	
Beef top loin**


	
168


	
7.1


	
2.7


	
65





	
Beef tenderloin**


	
175


	
8.1


	
3.0


	
71





	
Fish





	
Cod†


	
89


	
0.7


	
0.1


	
40





	
Flounder†


	
99


	
1.3


	
0.3


	
58





	
Halibut†


	
119


	
2.5


	
0.4


	
35





	
Orange roughy†


	
75


	
0.8


	
0.0


	
22





	
Salmon†


	
175


	
11.0


	
2.1


	
54





	
Shrimp††


	
84


	
0.9


	
0.2


	
166





	
*roasted; **broiled; ***braised; †dry heat; ††moist heat
National Pork Producers Council








Lean or Lard?

The modern hog is a meat animal of truly extraordinary abilities. In fact, a distinction is no longer made between bacon- or meat-type hogs and lard hogs. Only once in my lifetime have I seen a drove of any size of No. 4 (too fat, too finished) market hogs, and that was more than 35 years ago. Even breeds and lines strongest in genetic traits for litter size and mothering ability rather than leanness produce trim carcasses of exceptional merit.


There are now boars approaching that fabled 2:1 feed-efficiency ratio — that is, producing 1 pound of gain on 2 pounds of feedstuff — a ratio at which pork rivals poultry in production costs. Swine carcasses are getting longer, with a great many now exceeding 33 inches in length; loineyes (meat of the loins) are increasing to well past 6 square inches, and plate-sized pork chops are possible through bigger loins, not smaller plates. Many market hogs now exceed 70 percent in the amount of lean they yield when dressed; very little is lost in the way of fat trim. A few years back, we had a gilt processed that was so lean we had to buy fat to add to her trim to make pork sausage with desired cooking qualities.


Today’s Pork and Porklike Products

Today’s pork comes in the same popular forms as it did years ago. Bacon, ham, sausage, and Canadian bacon still have a solid claim on that first and most important meal of the day: breakfast. The ham sandwich in all sorts of variations remains one of the leading sellers in the restaurant trade, and newer pork products such as the pork burger have had a favorable reception. Baked ham and pork chops are both ranked among the classic comfort foods. Pork is the good stuff, and as the chart shows, in all of its forms, it has a role to play in providing a healthful diet.

Today’s informed consumers still have a taste for good pork and appreciate its rich and savory nature. However, they often find modern pork produced in confinement lacking in these traits. Pale, soft, and watery, confinement-­produced pork became an early exemplar of Frankenfood — unnatural foodstuff named for the creator of the lab-concocted monster from Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel. Recent trends in the raising of uber show pigs with extreme loins and hams didn’t help to deter that image.

Raisers and consumers are gradually coming to appreciate hogs with a more practical, natural, middle-of-the-road body type and are finding that these more-classic traits are prized for the stove and plate. Those with hogs producing the delicious pork of my childhood memory are finding some highly rewarding market niches now.


The Pork Producer

The geographic positioning of pork production is changing rapidly now, and I am getting the phone calls to prove it. I have fielded calls from swine raisers who are just beginning, as well as those who are expanding their ventures in central Florida, Nevada, Arizona, upstate New York, Texas, Nebraska, Tennessee, and Alabama. This comes as no surprise, however, as there is a pork-producing tradition in nearly every region of the United States. New England was once known for its maple- and applewood-cured pork products and the Eastern Seaboard for classic Smithfield hams (from the famed curing region of Virginia, not the product of the megahog corporation). Every county in the South seems to have its own barbecue sauce recipe; in the Midwest, summer means pork steaks; and pork is a staple of Southwestern and Hispanic cooking. The use of pork in the cuisine of so many diverse cultures and ethnicities signifies the possibility of growing opportunities for pork production in the western United States and in many other areas of North America.


These new producers, along with those who are established but changing their production methods, are operating with a playbook of just a few pages but one with all sorts of room for creativity and imagination. They find support for their methods in both the temper of the times and the historical roots of pork production within the United States.


The basics of the new business plan include:


	Emphasizing the importance of meat quality and the life of the animal over quantity of meat produced

	Direct marketing: One-to-one relation­ships and becoming “the farmers” for “their patrons,” now crucial to the ­success of the business

	Increasing use of purebred livestock for greater marketing options and personal control over the most important of all production investments, the seedstock

	Eagerly embracing the concepts of eating and marketing locally

	Working with modest numbers, often with sow herds of just 5 to 10 head; these are, essentially, one-boar herds, and when kept to these numbers, they pose no potential risk to the environment and will not skew the farm’s course so that hog production becomes too great an overall focus

	A commitment to sticking with pork production for the long haul, which means planning and managing accordingly




Many people believe they must have a large acreage and hogs by the hundreds for pig ­production to be a viable enterprise. Nothing could be further from the truth. We once sold two feeder pigs to a couple who asked if their 20 acres of pasture would be large enough to accommodate their new purchases. On that 20 acres, there was certainly room for those two shoats — along with hundreds and hundreds more if housed and contained properly. On our own 2.86 acres we have worked with as many as 10 sows while also managing several other small livestock and poultry ventures.



Space Requirements


Space for the pig or two you’re feeding out for your table can often be measured in mere square feet. One-quarter acre of pasture can support up to four nursing sows and their litters. Few are the smallholdings that can’t support a small swine venture of one sort or another.

On our 2.86 acres we regularly ran 7 to 10 sows, produced 25 to 40 breeding-­age boars each year, raised our female herd replacement, fed some market hogs, and marketed the rest of the pig crop as feeders — feeder pigs that we sold to other producers who fed them to market weight.



Hog Myths

Since I’ve started myth busting, let me address several other mistaken beliefs about hogs and hog raising:

Hogs are inherently dirty animals. This just isn’t true. Hogs do lack the ability to sweat and sometimes run into problems in very hot and humid weather because they can release heat only through panting and the evaporative cooling process. They wallow in muddy water to cool off but otherwise have no real affinity for mud. In small lots and around feeding and watering equipment, their sharply pointed hooves tear the soil surface and can cause muddy areas to develop.


Their rooting activity in the quest for mast (roots, fallen nuts and fruits, grubs, and other natural feedstuffs found at or just below the soil’s surface) also muddies their image. This is an instinctive feeding process passed down by their feral ancestors, which were denizens of the forest floors of Europe. A hog on pasture or in a wooded lot can still do much to balance its own diet. Although it is no longer an absolute necessity to provide pasture and browsing land for hogs, I believe there is no replacement for the sun shining down on a hog’s back and the wind blowing across it. This is nature’s way. The hog gets natural vitamin D, and the pork improves naturally with correct fat cover and improved muscle tone due to more exercise.

Hogs are inherently greedy or gluttonous creatures. Hogs are mistakenly assumed to be gluttonous because growing hogs and sows nursing young are fed to full appetite (fed to consume roughly 3 percent of their bodyweight daily) to foster rapid growth and heavy milk production. It is also part of their herd instinct for all the hogs in a group to rise up and want to eat at the same time. Furthermore, most sows are fed limited quantities throughout much of their gestation period; if she amasses less fat, the sow carries the litter more easily and the delivery is less stressful. This limited feeding explains why sows are eager to eat when feed is presented to them.

Hogs are very efficient users of feedstuffs, often averaging 1 pound of gain on just 3 to 3.5 pounds of feedstuffs, even in the simplest of facilities. While this may not be a trait that first-world weight-conscious humans would find becoming in their own physical development, hog producers gratefully accept the fact.

Hogs are accustomed to rooting about for at least a portion of their diet, but they are not eaters of swill and garbage as is so often depicted. In earlier days, they would root through the streets and alleys of rural villages, but their quest was for table scraps, mill wastes, and spilled grain.

The base ingredient in most modern swine rations is one of the coarse feed grains, such as corn, grain sorghum, or barley, and the most commonly used protein supplement is soybean oil meal. The corn is not the sweet corn we humans enjoy but yellow field corn, which is quite low in crude protein content. When in high school, I was told to assign a crude protein value of 9 percent to yellow corn when formulating swine rations. Today’s corn hybrids seem to be selectively bred for everything but protein content, and when such corn is then run through a dryer, that protein-content figure can suffer even more. Have your grain supply tested for feeding quality, or err on the side of reduced protein content. Some have found that their corn tests down to a crude-protein level of just 6 percent.

Those who think that hogs are crude eaters should bear in mind that they have a digestive system quite similar to our own and are often used in human-related medical research. Other than humans, hogs are the only creatures that will consistently and willingly consume alcohol for study purposes, according to research conducted by the University of Missouri.

You have to raise and sell swine in huge numbers to make money. There are few livestock species that present as many marketing opportunities as hogs: butcher stock, feeder pigs, show pigs, crossbred and purebred breeding stock, roasting pigs, the direct sale of meat animals and pork products, and more, many more. Pork sausage from simply reared hogs easily brings $3.50 a pound; young boars, while in less demand now, still bring up to $500; and there is a modest but quite active small-lot market for young feeder pigs of 70 pounds or less to be fed out for harvest. The key to financial success depends on whether you are practicing good marketing or merely dumping your output on whatever market outlet is available at the moment. But don’t get greedy. Although the niche market is currently wide open and expanding, many markets are capable of absorbing only modest amounts at truly premium prices. Some may be supplied by just one farm.


Hogs are more vicious or ­treacherous to work with than other livestock species. Granted, one of our 7-pound Buff Orpington hens is easier to handle than a 500-pound sow on a one-to-one basis, but I bear a number of chicken-related scars and none from working with hogs.

With hogs, you simply have to build housing and handling facilities that are sturdy enough for such large animals. Housing for hogs should be reinforced at the ground and at hog height, where the animals are, and not at head and shoulder height where we humans most experience our environment. Furthermore, anyone working with hogs should respect them for their strength and size and their often quite surprising speed and agility.

The tales of mean hogs date back to the times when they were truly free range, when you were as likely to encounter feral hogs as domestic ones. If you were attacked, the standard advice was to tuck in your head, cover it with your arms, and draw up your legs to your body. We worry about this far less today; for a great many generations now, hogs have been bred selectively for a more docile nature and quiet temperament.

See a discussion of humane handling of hogs.


Talkin’ Hog

Visit even briefly the sale-barn alleys, show barns, or hog lots, and you will find the people there speaking a language uniquely their own. Not only will there be talk of gilts and barrows (“bars” in parts of the South and Midwest), but you will also hear about pigs with “daylight” that are “blown apart” or “coon footed.”

Each new trend in swine type seems to add at least half a dozen new words to the swine raiser’s vocabulary. Still, this is also a language with ancient roots. Where else would you find ancient words like farrow and sow used in the same sentence with sonoray?

What really separates the swine pros from the tenderfeet is how the word pig is used. To be country correct, it is the term for a very young pig. A hog is a swine that weighs more than 120 pounds. One farmer might tell another that the 400-pound boar standing before them is a “pretty good ol’ pig,” but the greenhorn who then strolls up and says, “Wow, look at that big pig” has shown himself to be totally green.

Farrow means to give birth. A barrow is a castrate, and a gilt is a female younger than 12 months of age that has yet to give birth. If she’s pregnant, she’s called a bred gilt. A shoat is a recently weaned pig. A boar is an intact male, and a sow is any female that has had a litter of pigs. Stag is a now little-used term for an older male to be sold for slaughter.


Older males and females retain good value in the slaughter trade for use in the manufacture of sausage and other highly spiced meat products. Whole-hog sausage was once generally made with the pork from sows. However, with the 20-year trend toward production in factory farms and animals kept inside confinement buildings with controlled environments, the heavier, higher-yielding sows are in limited supply, and most confinement-held sows are culled by or before their fourth parity (fourth time giving birth) and at a weight of 400 pounds or less. Heavy sows — 550 pounds and more — now often bring as much per pound as No. 1 butcher hogs, sometimes more. Confinement-bred sows stay small, burn out at an early age, and are often sold in a thin and ragged state.
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A feeder pig generally weighs 40 to 70 pounds and is between 8 and 12 weeks of age.




A butcher or market hog is one weighing 220 to 260 pounds and ready for sale for slaughter. These generally are 5 to 7 months of age. A feeder pig is an animal typically weighing 40 to 70 pounds that is sold to a farmer/feeder to be fed out (raised and fed) to market weight. Such pigs are generally between 8 and 12 weeks of age. They can be a bit heavier or lighter in weight. A finishing hog is a hog that weighs between 100 pounds and market weight.


Every change in swine type (body and growth type) — and by some accounts, there may have been as many as 20 in the twentieth century alone — produces several new descriptive terms such as those noted above. Short, thickly made hogs common early in this century were called cob rollers because their bellies would roll across the corn cobs left for feed in the pen or lot; later, taller and flatter-­muscled animals with long legs were called race horses. An animal that is blown apart demonstrates good internal body dimension throughout its entire length. In other words, there is visual indication of body capacity and internal-organ development. A good internal body dimension is associated with hardiness and more efficient growth. Efficient growth, or feed efficiency, refers to how much feed it takes for growth: Good feed efficiency means it takes less feed to achieve good growth.

A pig with daylight has good leg length, because you can see some daylight underneath the animal. A coon-footed hog walks with a flatter and more flexible foot and has sloping pasterns that indicate it should stand up well on concrete or other unyielding surfaces. It has a “foot” that is, in many ways, akin to the foot of a raccoon.

Throughout this volume, I will use many of the terms in the modern swine raiser’s lexicon. Some of them have been around for centuries, others for decades; some come and go in a year or two; and one or two always seem to be newly working their way into the swine raiser’s vocabulary. A few years ago the terms spongy and Jell-O-middled hogs came and went in popularity in little more than a matter of months. Such hogs had a thick middle when young; many believed this translated into a wider, thicker meat hog. Sometimes it did, but sometimes it resulted in a hog that was just fat. On the other hand, your great-­grandfather would find assurance in knowing that a hog with a walnut on its side still has a small abscessed node — which is the same thing that walnut meant many years ago.

You have to have earned your verbiage by time in the mud and the muck to be able to tell the difference between “pig,” “hog,” and “shoat”; to know that a piggy female is in late-term pregnancy; and to recognize that a he-boar is not a comic book character but a “pretty good ol’ breedin’ pig.”


Thinking Hogs

Far more important than talking like a hog raiser is thinking like one. What causes the success or failure of any farm enterprise is not the cost of doing business, disease, or weather but the mind-set of the producer.

Even if you could be guaranteed that hogs would always sell for at least 60 cents a pound and corn would never cost more than $2 a bushel, you still would not succeed if your heart and mind were elsewhere. To be successful with hogs, you honestly have to like them.

Cattle are prettier, sheep are cuter, and there are few endearing qualities about an animal with a battering ram on one end and a manure spreader on the other. Still, the hardiness, vigor, and grit of the hog has to be admired, and its earning power is legendary. As I told my new bride, Phyllis, many years ago, any time hog prices go higher than 45 cents a pound, the smell of hogs is the smell of money. And of course, I must admit to a special fondness for the sight of a litter of baby pigs bedded down in bright, fresh straw.


Why Raise Hogs?


It might sound overly simple, but before you start buying, your first job is to determine why you wish to own hogs. When I was a young man, feeder-pig production was the best way to get into farming, and many people started out with a handful of acres, a small bunch of gilts, and some portable — largely homemade — equipment. Five gilts could become 50 in fairly short order, since they can be bred at 8 months of age to farrow at 1 year. Within eight weeks of farrowing, the producer has feeder pigs to sell. None of the other major livestock species can match this quick turnaround on investment.

Our first swine venture began with the purchase of a single crossbred sow with Hampshire markings we named Esmerelda. At the risk of giving you another clue to my age, I will add that we paid all of $35 for her. Our single-boar purebred Duroc operation has passed its 50th year, but we began it with the purchase of a single open gilt bought for $117.50 — and my share of the soybean check for that year was all of $120! As a matter of fact, most of the great livestock herds and flocks in the world can trace their origins to just one or two females of merit.

Unfortunately or not, small- and medium-­sized farms can no longer stake their entire futures on just a single business venture or two. Hogs, with their ability to breed and farrow year-round, however, can fit into a great many different plans of farm diversification. Three to five sows farrowing twice a year can produce handy-sized groups of feeder pigs, herd replacements, or enough finishing hogs to fully utilize a 60-bushel self-feeder.


Identify Your Markets

Producers must be clear about the markets they wish to target with their hogs, the investment they can reasonably make in them, and their expectations for the outcome of their porcine venture. State fair winners have come from sow herds with five or fewer head, but those few were carefully selected and bred, were fed for optimum performance, and received their fair share of their producers’ time and talents — producers who are true students of the art and science of swine raising. These men and women are breeders of good hogs, not suppliers of pork as a mere commodity. They honestly have feelings for the animals in their care, and though they raise hogs for family income, they are also doing things for the reason we, sadly, no longer hear about often enough: for the good of the breed. These producers know that what’s good for the breed is good for their own hearts and souls, too.

Now, producers are more and more likely to be producing directly for end consumers and specialty processors. These are local folks — specialty-­food processors, hog roasters, ham curers and the like — all buying for a product to sell or for home consumption. Our local farmers’ market group, for example, now has a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) wing that is using direct marketing to sell Berkshire-sired pork and whole and half carcasses to consumers in the St. Louis area. It is a project that should supply the buyers with a very special eating experience, generate a premium price for the animals being marketed, and give the participating farmers a year-round selling opportunity beyond the seasonal farmers’ market.


I know of a small business that buys a few select hogs each month to turn into toppings for its line of high-end pizzas. There is a nearby producer currently marketing whole and half-hog carcasses to St. Louis restaurants, and another is now selling Italian and other specially seasoned sausage links at numerous farmers’ markets.

A long time ago, noted farm writer Gene Logsdon told me that as long as there were public libraries I should never turn down writing assignments, regardless of subject matter. Similarly, with the backing of a good set of purebred hogs, I can think of no hog market closed to the independent producer who keeps an open mind and can employ the degree of flexibility that has always been inherent in small farming.


A marketing opportunity is going to be where you find it now, and many are well away from the traditional Hog/Corn Belt. Opportunities will hinge not on huge numbers but on the producer’s willingness and flexibility to meet those markets as they emerge. Many prospects will, no doubt, rise out of the growing interest in eating locally, out of respecting regional food traditions, and in presenting an alternative to the directions being taken by industrialized agriculture — something consumers increasingly fear.
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It’s a warming sight to see a litter of baby pigs bedded down in fresh straw.





2Breeds Tried and True
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A young Duroc moving out and showing the desired long stride




The three most popular purebred breeds of swine in the United States are the Duroc, the Hampshire, and the Yorkshire. They and their crosses are the backbone of the commercial pork industry. Their development and preservation was the loving work of generations of small and midsized family farmers.

Purebred livestock are vital for the integrity and sustainability of the family farm. Hybrid and composite breeding animals can become so complex in their structures that they are impossible to create on the family-­farm level. Multiple crosses may be required to produce male and female lines, and they then must be mated in exacting order to maintain desired vigor. This is done in the name of creating improved herd output made possible by the increased growth, fertility, and disease resistance called heterosis or hybrid vigor.

The complex hybridizing schemes actually need a corporate structure to sustain them and lock the individual producers into off-farm sources for the all-important seedstock animals. It saps them of a great deal of power and control over their own fortunes, and most of the advantages of hybridized breeding stock actually fall to those who produce and market them. The purebred animal is the farmer’s animal, one of the few herd-building basics (inputs) that still remain fully in the control of the independent producer.


Choosing Breeding Stock for Small Farms

Some years ago, I was part of a panel discussion at a farm show that addressed the task of selecting breeding stock for small farms with more traditional, outdoor swine-production facilities. At the time, they weren’t exactly the forgotten sector in swine production, but the role they were to play was still being defined. The industry was still awash in volume producers, and the belief was that the seedstock sector would have an ongoing role in supplying breeding-stock needs.

That day’s discussion is still quite relevant. The panel included a number of veteran breeders and writers in the field. Among their recommendations were:


	Buy to match your breeding plan. Avoid the unnatural extremes in type, as they are often quite short-lived fads. A number of breeders make it a practice to stick with hogs that are solidly middle-of-the-road varieties.

	Budget lots of time for the ­acquisition process. You have to kiss a few frogs to find a prince, and you’re going to have to look at a whole bunch of hogs to find the ones that will move your particular herd forward. Every generation should be as good as or ­better than the one that produced it. Small scale is no excuse to buy junk.

	Look for old lines. There is growing recognition of the value of old-line genetics, almost regardless of livestock species. It may be best seen in the quest for beef genetics bred for grass. The older swine-breeding herds and lines are the ones that retain classic breed character and have endured largely by inheriting a hardy constitution and a natural structure conducive to hardiness and durability.

	Buy from deep, keeper-quality litters. Choose from a litter wherein there are a number of siblings of very good quality.

	Buy from herds that display a pig-to-pig level of genetic consistency. Don’t buy from litters and matings where the pigs display extreme differences in their type and quality. Be very wary of the ultraextreme individual that stands apart greatly from full and half siblings.




And there is something to be said for carefully selecting the producer from which you make your purchases. That was the last note touched upon in that panel, and one of the best-known breeders on the dais tied it up quite neatly. He said the producer to seek out is most likely “. . . over 50, breeds to middle-of-the-road type, selects carefully for reproductive performance, and never goes to a hog show!”


Modern Swine Breeds

A distinction of sorts is made between colored and white purebred breeds of swine. Although all of today’s swine breeds are selectively bred for leanness, feed efficiency, and meatier carcasses and any full, purebred herds can do a quite creditable job producing basic meat hogs, the colored breeds are still considered to have the stronger “economic” traits. As a group, they are noted for their vigor, faster-yet-leaner growth, and meatier carcasses.

The white breeds, on the other hand, are stronger in the traits needed for successful pig raising. As a group, they produce milk and nurse


Confinement Hybrids








Popular Breeds: What’s Old Is New








Slow Food is Good Food
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Colored Breeds






History of the Duroc
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History of the Hampshire












The Spotted Breed
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White Breeds













Yorkshire History
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Rare and Minor Breeds









Traits of Popular Breeds











	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	











Heirloom (Endangered) Swine





The Mulefoot
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Old-Style or Southern Hogs
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Minipigs






Exotic Breeds: What For?













Potbelly in the Pot?
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Why Purebred Hogs Instead of Hybrids?







Purebred Seedstock and the Individual Producer





Choose a Breed Type to Match Your Farm






Wilbur Lives!













Pigs as Pets




	Ask pointed questions about ­genetics. What can the breeder tell you about purity and the size of all the seedstock in earlier generations? Are any of the related pigs on-site? Can they be seen? Has size been kept small through excessive inbreeding or limited feeding?

	Ask about temperament and ­tractability. How easy is it to work and live with animals of that line?

	Ask about the seller’s rates and ­policies. Is there a return policy subject to a health inspection by a veterinarian?
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