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This work is dedicated to my grandparents, Clifford and Margery Mann, for inspiring me to make farming my life, and to George and Esmeralda, who know what being a pig is all about.
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INTRODUCTION


Why Pigs?



Pigs are one of the oldest domesticated animals and one of the most valuable to humans. Today’s pigs are descendants of wild boars first domesticated in Asia and Europe several thousand years ago, when human societies shifted from being nomadic hunting and gathering based to settlement and agriculture based. Traditionally, the pig served as a primary food source in civilizations around the world, and no part was wasted: the pig has been a source of oil for cooking and lubrication, leather, brush bristles, and fertilizer, among other things.


Today, pigs are still an important commodity. Modern husbandry produces leaner, specialized swine breeds for cured products such as ham, sausage, and bacon and for fresh cuts such as chops and spareribs. Pigs have important medical uses as well: pig insulin and heart valves have successfully been used to treat human diseases for decades. And in some places, small breeds of the sociable pig have become popular pets.


Farmers interested in raising pigs for profit can do so easily as well as produce meat for their own freezers. Farm-raised pork is appealing to many people who are interested in knowing where their food comes from, the conditions in which the hogs were raised, and the nature and quality of the pigs’ diet. Consumers—including gourmet home cooks, professional chefs, and ethnic and specialty markets—appreciate the ability to purchase directly from the farm, and farmers can potentially realize higher profits by selling their healthier and more flavorful pork.


Pigs can also be utilized to improve your property or complement your other livestock production. A farmer can take advantage of a pig’s natural habit of rooting to clear brushy, weedy, or rough areas of a property, enabling and preparing the area to be reseeded or planted with a valuable crop. Pigs are extremely efficient utilizers of feedstuff and can fatten quickly on the wasted morsels of other animals.
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CHAPTER ONE


Pigs: A Primer



Understanding the basics of pig evolution, biology, and behavior can provide valuable insight into selecting the right breed for your farm and caring for your new pigs. Here’s a brief history of pigs and an overview of pig types, breeds, and traits.







THE PIG’S PLACE IN HISTORY 


Prehistoric drawings of wild boars can be found in Spain’s famed cave of Altamira, a dwelling of Cro-Magnon humans some 30,000 years ago. The artwork of ancient civilizations that followed depicted pigs in all sorts of settings, even in scenes with royalty and deities, suggesting that pigs have been familiar, useful animals throughout human history.


The domestication of wild pigs may have occurred first in central and eastern Asia. According to zooarchaeologist Richard Redding at the University of Michigan, 11,500-year-old pig bones have been recovered at Hallan Cemi, in southeastern Turkey. Further research indicates that these pigs were domesticated, predating the cultivation of cereal grains. Anthropologists also believe the Neolithic people of the Peiligang culture in China (7000 to 5000 BCE) raised millet and pigs as their primary food sources. Evidence of this cultivation has been recovered by an excavation site located at Jiahu, led by archeologist Shu Shi. And the earliest known book on raising pigs was recorded in 3468 BCE by Emperor Fo Hi of China.


Additionally, the pig has been an important food source in Europe for thousands of years, where it was both independently domesticated and introduced through trade and migration from the Far East. Pork products and lard were used  to sustain Roman armies, and owning pig herds was a sign of wealth in Anglo-Saxon Europe.


 



Large numbers of pigs have traditionally been fed in small areas, thus maximizing production, as seen in this antique photo of a small-scale hog lot.
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The pig has been both praised and maligned throughout history. Many a pig has been referred to as gluttonous, filthy, or fierce (or all three). No doubt some pigs do possess these qualities, but in general, pigs are not that way at all. Not until the early Middle Ages did cultural prejudices lead Europeans to view pigs as filthy or lowly creatures. Pigs acquired this undeserved reputation largely through teachings of the church, the most powerful institution in the medieval Western world. Various churches taught that demons took frightening, disgusting forms with the physical characteristics and habits of animals, especially pigs.


Despite cultural attitudes that lowered their status, pigs were raised in large numbers by Europeans, who eventually took their pigs to the New World lands they explored and conquered during the Renaissance. There, a pig’s adaptability to varying foliage worked against domestication. Many pigs turned loose in the New World quickly adapted to new habitats and became feral hogs, widely roaming the American colonies by the 1600s. Over the centuries, immigrants from all lands brought their native pig breeds with them, and the pig population of North America became a hodgepodge of mixed breeds.


Pig populations spread across the United States as settlers moved westward. By the 1840s, a growing proportion of American pigs were raised on the fertile soil and plentiful corn of the Midwest and Great Plains. With the advent of the refrigerated railcar, pork production in the United States became solidly concentrated in the Midwest.


 



A pair of backyard pigs are curious, waiting to see if they will get a treat from onlookers. Pigs such as these would have been seen throughout the midwestern states as early as the 1830s.
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Pigs as Good Luck
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In many countries, pigs are considered to be good luck. In Ireland, for example, a peppermint-flavored candy Lucky Pig is wrapped in a velvet sack and given as a present. A tiny hammer is used to smash the pig while making a New Year’s wish, and the candy is shared by all.


Lucky Pigs, called Sparschweinchen, are given as a New Year’s present in German-speaking countries.


The nickname for pigs in early America was the “mortgage lifter,” as raising pigs brought property owners good fortune of another kind: no other meat requires so little investment for such quick and continuous returns, and profits from the sale of pigs at market could easily pay a property owner’s mortgage.


 



Pigs have been considered good luck in many ethnic traditions. A wish of good luck was sent to friends and family, such as the one seen in this antique greeting card.
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Through industrialization and the growth of cities during the 1800s and 1900s, the backyard pig and small-scale butchers became a relic of bygone days. Beginning in the early 1900s, the general population gradually gave up producing meat in favor of supermarket convenience and the cost benefits of mass-produced products. According to http://www.Pork.org, farms raising fewer than 1,000 meat hogs per year represent only 1 percent of the total pork market in the United States. Large-scale operations selling 500,000 or more hogs per year represent over 40 percent of the total pork market. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) states that in 1980, more than 600,000 family and commercial farms were producing pork in the United States. As of 2000, fewer than 100,000 pork-producing facilities remained. This means that fewer and larger farms are producing the bulk of the market hogs, creating niche market opportunities for the hobby farmer or small producer.



Pigs in Mythology
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In Celtic mythology, the boar represents fertility, wealth, courage, and warrior spirit. Many Celtic works of art depict warriors standing with a boar, and many crests of ancient Celtic families bear the symbol of a boar or boar’s head.


In classical Greek mythology, a sow suckled Zeus, chief god of the Greeks. Swine were sacred to Demeter, goddess of the earth’s fertility and mother of Persephone, queen of the underworld. In autumn, during the rites of Thesmophoria, devotees of Demeter would throw pigs, bread, and pine branches into a cavern as sacrifices. Later, they would return to see if the deity had accepted this offering by examining the condition of any pig carcasses that remained. This cult was later absorbed by that of the Roman goddess of grain, Ceres. Swine were also sacrificed to the Roman deities Hercules and Venus by people seeking relief from illness.


In Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey, Greek hero Odysseus encounters the sorceress Circe, who turns his crew into swine. With the aid of Hermes, who provides him with an antidote to Circe’s swine brew, Odysseus is able to resist Circe’s magic and persuade her to set his men free. Circe then changes the swine back into men of even greater stature and handsomeness.


The pig appears throughout world mythology: The Beast of Cornwall, for example, is described in British medieval literature as a boar. Varahi is a boar-faced Hindu goddess believed to protect Newari (Nepalese) temples, buildings, and livestock. And the Hindu god Vishnu, incarnated as a boar, rescued the earth by balancing it on his tusks after it had been hurled to the bottom of the sea by an evil demon.










PIGS: THE BREEDS 


There truly is a hog breed for every person and husbandry method. Eight major hog breeds are raised in the United States, plus several heritage, pet, and minor breeds. All breeds differ in growth rate, litter size, mature body size, time required to reach market weight, and grazing ability.


All major pig breeds and most minor breeds in the United States have their own official breed registry. These registries maintain pedigrees and statistical data. Registries are the best place to start when researching pig breeds. They offer a wealth of information about the breed itself, including the history of the breed, the breed standard, and any  health or specific traits within the breed. Registries also provide breeders’ lists and contact information, facilitating your research on your chosen pig breed. Some registries even offer Web pages to advertise your pigs, as well as want ads and announcements.


A pig breed not only can be selected for color, size, and personality, but pigs also can be selected based on statistical data regarding their expected performance. Swine Testing and Genetic Evaluation System, or STAGES, was developed by the National Swine registry to track the most economically significant traits of the breeds as well as make predictions based on genetic potential. STAGES can track litter size and weights, days to market, back fat depth, and intramuscular fat. The information can be used to compare the potential of pigs from the same breed with the production goals of the farm and help swineherds make educated decisions about which pigs to buy.


 



A litter of crossbred pigs displaying hybrid vigor—the maximization of different traits among breeds. Hybrids are bred for rapid growth, meat quality, and increased size.
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Pigs will do just about anything to get a meal. This vintage picture shows a very tolerant cow, one who is willing to feed more than her own offspring!
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PROFILES OF SWINE BREEDS 


Pig breeds can be grouped into one of four categories: commercial, endangered, heritage, and pet. The breeds in each category have distinct characteristics and are suited to particular husbandry methods, climates, and production intentions. Carefully evaluating breeds to match your production method will increase your likelihood of success in raising pigs.



Did You Know?


Breed standard is defined as the ideal or required physical attributes an animal must possess. In pigs, breed standards define such things as ear size or shape, body type, color, mature weight, and sometimes production records. Breed standards for various breeds have been modified over the years, as preferences and desirable traits have been identified.








Commercial Breeds 


Commercial hog breeds are commonly seen in large-scale confinement facilities, which are animal feeding operations used primarily to raise pigs to market weight or to farrow sows. These confinement buildings house the pigs throughout their lives. Proponents of confinements claim that this housing method protects the pigs from weather, predators, and disease and allows for easier care, feeding, and management. Commercial hogs are selected for characteristics suited to mass production, such as rapid growth and physical uniformity. Most commercial breeds are hybrids or superhybrids (hybrids crossed with other hybrids) produced in professionally managed, ongoing breeding programs with the primary purpose of improving growth and reproductive rates. These breeds include, but are not limited to, the Duroc, Landrace, Poland China, and Spotted or Spots. Although considered commercial, these breeds may do well on a pasture-based system. You should select animals from herds already utilizing the husbandry method you intend to use.



Advice from the Farm
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Choose the Right Breed


Our experts offer some advice on selecting the pig breed that is best for you.


 



Selecting Your Pigs


“Select your pigs based on the way in which you want to raise them. Genetics and previous environment determine a lot about how a pig will behave on your farm. It has been difficult to convert confinement hogs to a naturally raised system. They don’t know what to do with the bedding, don’t know how to behave in groups, and don’t really have mothering skills. Pick pigs from farms that are raising them similar to what you will be doing.”


—Al Hoefling, Hoefling Family Farms


 



Know Your Preferences


“Pigs come in all shapes, sizes, and colors. Choosing a pig that matches not only your husbandry methods but also your personal preference is important. Pigs chosen for preference will bring you a sense of pride, and you will take better care of them. While preference is important, try to be objective with your requirements. Many people have color preference or size preference. Choose the breed that matches your personality, but also choose the best animals in that breed.”


—Bret Kortie, Maveric Heritage Ranch Co.


 



Buy Right Before Breeding


“When you purchase breeding stock, you should not be far from breeding, I feel. A lot changes in an animal from 50 pounds to 250 pounds, ‘conformationwise’. The top animals should be kept for breeding, not the bottom end, and that is hard to tell when they are really young.”


—Josh Wendland, Wendland Farms






 



These are Durocs, a breed found in many commercial operations. They can range in color from light gold to dark mahogany.
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Duroc: Durocs are red pigs with drooping ears. They are the second most recorded breed of swine in the United States. Developed from the Jersey Red of New Jersey and the Duroc of New York, Durocs can range from a very light golden to a dark mahogany. Popular for prolificacy (ability to produce large litters) and longevity, Durocs also produce a quality, lean carcass. Most hybrid breeds in the United States include the Duroc, which contributes improved eating quality and rate of gain. A high rate of gain means that the Duroc requires less feed to create a pound of muscle. Breed standard requirements include solid red color; medium length, slightly dished face; and drooping ears.



Landrace: The Landrace is a white pig. Its ears droop and slant forward so the top edges are nearly parallel to the bridge of a straight nose. Landraces, noted for their ability to farrow and raise large litters, are the fourth most recorded breed of swine in the United States. Descended from the Danish Landrace and Large White Hog, the American Landrace also includes Norwegian and Swedish stock. Landraces are known for their length of body, large ham and loin, and ideal amount of finish weight. Landrace sows are prolific; they farrow large piglets and produce an abundant milk supply. These traits have designated the Landrace breed as “America’s Sowherd,” and they are heavily promoted in crossbreeding.


 



This aged Duroc boar is still in production. The lifetime service of a boar with high prolificacy can spell profits for the small-scale farmer.
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Landrace pigs are used heavily in crossbreeding programs throughout the United States. This Landrace-cross pig displays the qualities sought in large-scale productions, such as fast growth and large muscle.
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Poland China: The Poland China breed had its beginning in the Miami Valley, Butler, and Warren counties in Ohio. It would be difficult to evaluate the exact contribution of any particular breed or type of hog to the Poland China, as it was developed by the crossing and recrossing of many different breeds. Poland Chinas were originally bred for two important characteristics—size and ability to travel—because they were driven on foot to market and in some cases were required to walk nearly 100 miles. Today’s Poland China hog is recognized as a big-framed, long-bodied, lean, muscular individual that leads the U.S. pork industry in pounds of hog per sow per year. The Poland Chinas have very quiet dispositions with a rugged constitution. Breed standard requires a black pig with six white points (feet, tail switch, and nose) and flop ears.



Spotted or Spots: The present-day Spots descend from the Spotted hogs, which trace a part of their ancestry to the original Poland China. A later infusion from two Gloucestershire Old Spots boosted the breed with new bloodlines. Spots are good feeders, mature early, are very prolific, and pass these characteristics to their offspring. The breed is well documented: established in 1914, the National Spotted Swine registry has grown to one of the top-ranking purebred breed associations in the United States. Spots have continued to improve in feed efficiency, rate of gain, and carcass quality, making them popular with both small farmers and commercial swine producers.


 



Gloucestershire Old Spots, as seen here, contributed to the Spots breed of today. Gloucestershires add large litter size, good dispositions, and—of course—the spots to crossbreds.
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This is a Mulefoot hog, considered endangered by the ALBC but still a viable production hog. Full bodied, the Mulefoot produces ample amounts of meat and lard.
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Endangered Breeds 


Endangered hog breeds are those classified by various breed preservation organizations as being in danger of extinction, either because of low numbers or insufficient genetic diversity to maintain the population. Hog breeds classified as endangered by the American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (ALBC) show a remarkable resistance to parasites and diseases common among commercial pig breeds. These breeds are also highly adaptable to harsh conditions and poor-quality feeds and possess good maternal instincts and long-term fertility. These qualities are highly desirable for the low-input, sustainable agricultural systems practiced on homesteads and hobby farms.


Although these endangered breeds are found in limited numbers, many dedicated conservationists and farmers have maintained and even expanded the populations of these animals in recent years. Homesteaders and niche pork aficionados alike have contributed to the repopulation of these breeds by promoting public awareness of them and creating an end use for the animals.


 



Even the young pigs of endangered breeds, such as this Mulefoot, are able to forage for themselves and grow well on pasture. Hardiness and the ability to convert roughage to meat is a desirable trait still present in the endangered hog breeds.
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The endangered category comprises Choctaws, Gloucestershire Old Spots, Guineas, Herefords, Large Blacks, Mulefoots, Ossabaws, Red Wattles, and Tamworths.



Choctaw: Choctaw hogs are descendants of the pigs brought to the New World by the Spaniards and adopted by the Choctaw Indians of Mississippi. The Choctaw were among several southeastern tribes forcibly relocated to the Indian Territory in Oklahoma, where their hogs were generally established as free-rangers, foraging for all their own food. The Choctaw is a small- to medium-size pig, averaging 120 pounds. Physical characteristics typically include erect ears, wattles, and mulefooted, or single, toes. Generally black, it may have white on the ears, feet, and wattles. The Choctaw is a long-legged pig, able to range widely for food. Today, the bulk of the Choctaw hog population is maintained within the Choctaw Nation in Southeastern Oklahoma, where it remains a vital food source, as it has been for more than 200 years. Choctaw hogs are categorized as critical, with an estimated population of fewer than 200 animals.



Gloucestershire Old Spots: Originating from the Berkeley Valley region in Gloucestershire, England, Gloucestershire Old Spots (GOS) were known  there as Orchard pigs. Traditionally, GOS were used to clean up fruit orchards, nut tree stands, and crop residue. GOS are large white pigs with black spots. Their ears are large, are lopped, and cover the entire face to the snout. Mature GOS sows are known for large litter sizes and abundant milk. Full-size GOS will reach 400–600 pounds by the age of two years. GOS are well known as a gentle and sweet-tempered breed. Highly adaptable, they can be raised with a variety of management practices and in varied climates. With proper shelter, GOS will thrive outdoors year-round. They fatten well on a large variety of foods, including fruit, whey, nuts, beets, kale, sweet potatoes, crop residue, and mast (the fallen nuts, fruits, and leaves of trees). GOS produce a fine carcass with top-quality meat for all purposes—chops, roasts, hams, and sausages. Gloucestershire Old Spots are categorized as critical, with an estimated American population of 150 animals. GOS can also be found in the United Kingdom, where they are classified by the Rare Breeds Survival Trust as a minority breed, with fewer than 1,000 animals.



Guinea: A small hog, weighing between 85 and 250 pounds, the Guinea is solid black with medium pricked ears and a straight or very slightly dished snout. It is hairy rather than bristly. The Guinea is a true miniature pig, not a potbellied (dwarf) pig, and its body parts are proportionate for its size. Flat backed, Guineas are larger in the shoulder than in the ham. Guineas have been known by several descriptive names such as Yard Pigs, Snake Eaters, Acorn Eaters, and Pineywoods Guineas. Guinea hogs have a sketchy and disputed history but are now considered a unique American breed. Historically, guineas were recorded as having come to the United States via slave ships, or possibly with explorers from the Canary Islands. Unfortunately, none of the history can be proved conclusively. According to the ALBC, “Several mysteries confuse the breed’s history. The relationship between the historic Red Guinea and the Guinea Hog may be simply the common use of the term ‘guinea’ to refer to an African origin. ‘Guinea’ may also refer to the small size of the hogs.”



Did You Know?


According to the American Livestock Breeds Conservancy, livestock breeds are grouped into the following categories according to the current population numbers:
• Critical: Fewer than 200 annual registrations in the United States and estimated global population of fewer than 2,000.

• Threatened: Fewer than 1,000 annual registrations in the United States and estimated global population of fewer than 5,000.

• Watch: Fewer than 2,500 annual registrations in the United States and estimated global population of fewer than 10,000. Included are breeds that present genetic or numerical concerns or have a limited geographic distribution.

• Recovering: Breeds that were once listed in another category and have exceeded Watch category numbers but are still in need of monitoring.

• Study: Breeds that are of genetic interest but that either lack definition or lack genetic or historical documentation.









Guineas are known for their friendly disposition and gregarious nature. Guinea hogs are highly adaptable and suitable for sustainable or low-input systems, as they are able to forage and graze well, gaining nicely on grass and weeds. Guineas are good mothers, averaging six piglets per litter. The sows are attentive but not possessive, allowing easy management during farrowing. Meat from the Guineas is fine flavored, though fattier than most other breeds. This fat is desirable for slow-roasting meats and adding rich flavor to other dishes. Guinea hogs are categorized as critical by the ALBC, with fewer than 100 breeding animals in the current population.



Hereford: Hereford enthusiasts claim they raise the “world’s most attractive hog,” based primarily on the breed’s colorful red coat and the white markings on the face, feet, and belly. The Hereford was created from a cross of Duroc-Jersey and Poland China hogs by John C. Schulte of Norway, Iowa, around 1920. They have drooping ears; a wide, slightly dished face; and curly tails. Hereford bodies are even from shoulder to ham with a slight arch to the back. They can be raised on pasture or in semiconfined conditions. Their color and hardiness are well suited to outdoor production, but shade should be provided to protect against sunburn. They grow well on a variety of feeds and do not put on excessive amounts of fat. They like to root and can be useful for tilling. Hereford boars are known for their aggressive breeding habits and are very prolific; litter sizes average eight to nine piglets. Full-size Herefords range from 600 to 800 pounds at two years of age. Gaining in popularity since the mid-1990s, Hereford hogs now number more than 5,000 in the United States.


 



These Guinea piglets start out weighing less than one pound at birth. They will more than triple their weight during their first week of life.
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Large Black: The Large Black hog is a full-size pig with intensely black pigment in the hair and skin. Originating in the Cornwall and Devon areas of England in the late 1800s, Large Blacks were known locally by their regional names, such as Cornwall and Devon, and as the Lop-eared Black in East Anglia. The founding of the Large Black Pig Society in 1889 led to the exchange of stock between the regions and a uniform name for the breed. Today, Large Blacks can be found in very small numbers in the United Kingdom, Australia, Ireland, Canada, and the United States. Large Blacks have long deep bodies and long straight faces and snouts. The large drooping (or lopped) ears nearly cover the face of the breed, often obstructing its vision. The intensely dark pigmented skin protects the Large Black from sunburn. Fully mature at the age of three, Large Blacks average 500 to 600 pounds. Recognized as hardy and thrifty (that is, they can maintain weight under varying circumstances), Large Blacks were originally raised in rough conditions, left to clean up residue and fallen fruit and nuts from fields, brush, crops, and hardwood forests. Mature sows average ten to thirteen piglets per litter and produce ample milk to feed them. Large Blacks stay in production for eight to nine years, a highly desirable trait for homesteads. Categorized as critical by the ALBC, the Large Black population in the United States is fewer than 150 animals. Similarly, in the United Kingdom, Large Blacks are under the vulnerable status, with fewer than 300 animals noted.



Did You Know?


According to the Guinness Book of Records, the most expensive pig in Britain was Foston Sambo 21, a Gloucestershire Old Spots, which sold at auction in 1994 for 4,000 guineas (about $8,400).






Mulefoot: The American Mulefoot hog is a distinct breed recognized officially since 1908 and recorded since the American Civil War. Breed standard for the Mulefoot, established in the early 1900s, described a medium-size black hog with medium forward ears, soft hairy coat, and hooflike feet. The distinctive feature of the Mulefoot is its single toe, which resembles the feet of equines, instead of the cloven hoof most swine breeds possess. This breed has good, heavy bone structure. A long, straight primitive-looking tail, with a tassel or tuft of hair on the end, similar to tails of wild hogs or rhinos, is desirable.


Mulefoots produce succulent, flavorful meat that is red in color and highly marbled. The breed was once prized as a premium ham hog and lard producer. Mulefoots tolerate both heat and cold very well and can be raised in nearly any  climate. They are excellent foragers and grazers as well as highly efficient users of farm surplus and crop residues. Mulefoot litters average six piglets, but can be as large as twelve. Adult Mulefoots weigh between 400 and 600 pounds by the age of two years.
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