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Foreword

Pigs, hogs, or swine—whatever you like to call them—have been around for 11,000 years. Over the many centuries, they have provided humankind with food and, in earlier times, with bones for tools and weapons, skin for shields, and bristles for brushes. This book describes and illustrates those breeds that you have the most chance of seeing.

Pigs are considered to have intelligence beyond that of a three-year-old child. In the last few years, numbers of this bright-eyed animal have declined dramatically and several breeds have become extinct.

Whose fault is it? To my mind, national governments, loss of habitat, the EU, and food fads must all take some of the blame, along with rules and regulations created by people who know or care little about the industry. We should not discard breeds because they are unfashionable or do not fit in with our current ways of living. Organizations such as the UK’s Rare Breeds Survival Trust (RBST) and The Livestock Conservancy in the United States do what they can to protect endangered breeds, but we must all help preserve the rare and endangered animals on this fragile planet. As the T-shirt slogan tells us, extinction is forever.

Jack Byard, Bradford, 2020



1 American Guinea Hog

Characteristics

Weight: Male/female 150–300 lb (68–136 kg).

Colour: Usually solid black; occasionally white points at the feet and tip of nose (due to a recessive gene).

Upright ears and a curly tail.
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Unique to the United States, the American guinea hog is a critically endangered breed. It was originally imported from the Canary Islands and West Africa in the 17th century. Having been crossed with breeds that are now extinct, it is impossible to create an accurate picture of this animal’s true history. One possible ancestor is the small, black Essex pig, known to have lived in the southeastern United States where most American guinea hogs are found today.

In the early days, the breed was expected to forage for its own food—roots, grass, nuts, rodents, and even snakes. The American guinea hog is now kept on small farms and large ranches, where it keeps the area clear of vermin. The hog’s friendly, docile nature is an added bonus; this tough little pig is not averse to having a good tummy rub and a back scratch.




2 Bentheim Black Pied

Characteristics

Weight: Male 551 lb (250 kg); female 397 lb (180 kg).

Colour: White with black spots within gray rings.

Lop ears.
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The Bentheim Black Pied or Buntes Bentheimer Schwein originated in the early 20th century and is named for the district in Lower Saxony, Germany, where it was first bred. It is a cross between local breeds and the Berkshire, and was bred in its home area until the late 1950s, when tastes changed and demand for the breed declined.

Extinction loomed and the herdbook was closed. One breeder kept meticulous records, however, and the herdbook was reopened in 1964, although numbers continued to decline. In 2003, the Association for the Conservation of the Bentheim Black Pied pig came into being and things started to look brighter. Within four years, the population of the breed grew from 50 to 420 and registered breeders from 19 to almost 100. When visiting Germany, please look for Bentheim Black Pied products and help preserve this beautiful animal.




3 Berkshire

Characteristics

Weight: Male 617 lb (280 kg); female 480 lb (220 kg).

Colour: Black with white socks and tip of tail; white flash on the face.

Pricked up ears.
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The Berkshire pig was “discovered” by Oliver Cromwell and his troops whilst overwintering near Reading, England. A native of the British Isles, this is also reputed to be its oldest breed. It was improved in the 1700s, with the introduction of Chinese and Siamese breeds. This bloodline has remained pure for more than 200 years. The original Berkshire was reddish or sandy coloured, and occasionally spotted. If you look closely at today’s Berkshire, sand-coloured hair is sometimes found hidden amongst the white patches. The theory is the breed is at its best when given good food and good housing. Yet in New Zealand, where early settlers established the breed, it wanders at will and is more inclined to graze.

In the 1800s, the royal family bred Berkshire pigs at Windsor Castle and presented them to the Japanese imperial family. Pork quickly became a delicacy in Japan. In Japanese restaurants today, “kurobuta pork” comes exclusively from the Berkshire pig.




4 Black Iberian

Characteristics

Weight: Male/female 353 lb (160 kg).

Colour: Completely black or grey, including the hooves.
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The Iberian pig is indigenous to the Mediterranean region, where it is the last known breed to live entirely in the open. It is thought the Phoenicians introduced the breed to the Iberian Peninsula some 3,000 years ago—originally from the eastern Mediterranean, where they had bred with wild boars.

The Black Iberian lives mainly under the cover of oak trees growing in Andalusia in southern Spain. The microclimate of the region is ideal for the oak trees’ growth and consequently for the acorns that are the main food of the Black Iberian. It is a diet that gives the ham of this pig its unique flavour. Production is for quality not quantity. The Black Iberian is rare, but well regulated, with just 15 pigs allowed per hectare. This breed has a special place in the pig world; its sheer quality has defied economics and a fickle public for centuries.




5 British Landrace

Characteristics

Weight: Male 500–700 lb (226–318 kg); female 450–600 lb (204–272 kg).

Colour: White.

Long, drooping ears.
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A broad genetic base makes this pig unique amongst the landrace breeds throughout the world. Originally native to Sweden, the breed was imported into the United Kingdom in 1949, to be studied in an independent valuation carried out in the city of York. Subsequent imports were made for evaluation, to broaden the commercial base, and to allow further development into what was to become the British Landrace pig, now found throughout the United Kingdom, mainly in Yorkshire and the eastern counties. It is also found in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

The Landrace Breed Society joined forces with the National Pig Breeders Association in 1978, and the United Kingdom is now one of the leading breeding countries of Landrace pigs. Although it is an endangered breed it is biologically exported worldwide—its semen is extracted by various methods, bottled, and frozen before leaving the country. The British Landrace produces excellent pork and bacon.




6 British Lop

Characteristics

Weight: Male 771½ lb (350 kg); female 661¼ lb (300 kg).

Colour: White.

Lop ears.
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Originating in the Tavistock area of Devon, the British Lop is one of the UK’s largest native breeds. It is also one of the most endangered and one of a group of Celtic breeds, the rest of which are all now extinct. It is, apart from its colour, very similar to the Large Black.

Originally named the Devon Lop or Cornish White in the Tavistock area, in the early years of the 20th century, the breed was also known as the Long White, Lop-Eared Pig, or the National. It was finally christened the British Lop in 1960. Initially, it spread across the southwest of the country, but seldom strayed out of this area. Now, it can be found throughout the country and also in France.

A litter is usually 12–14 piglets and the British Lop is an excellent and docile mother. It is suited to outdoor breeding, despite the colour of its skin, and with a good-quality shelter can remain outdoors year-round. The pigs need protecting against sunburn but little specialist care otherwise. This breed produces excellent pork and bacon.




7 British Saddleback

Characteristics

Weight: Male 705½ lb (320 kg); female 595¼ lb (270 kg).

Colour: Black with white saddle or band around shoulders and front legs.
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The British Saddleback is native to East Anglia and the Isle of Purbeck in the British Isles. Created in 1967, it is the result of mixing two similar breeds: the Wessex Saddleback, which originated in the New Forest, and the Essex. The original Essex was improved when Lord Western crossed it with the Neapolitan. Both breeds were suffering from changes in farming practices, and the Essex was in sharp decline. Many believe that, had the Rare Breeds Survival Trust (RBST) been in existence in 1967, this amalgamation of breeds would not have taken place. There is a very small number of this breed in the United States.

Since 2007, the British Saddleback has been listed by the RBST as a minority breed. It has been exported to Nigeria and the Seychelles, where it copes extremely well with the heat and coarse grazing; its colouring protects against sunburn. The breed is to be used as part of a woodland restoration project at Haigh Hall Country Park in Greater Manchester, where it will clear nettles, brambles, and rhododendrons. The quality of the meat is superb.
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