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Meet the author



Welcome to Get Started in Pig Keeping!



‘Happiness is pig-shaped’ is a phrase that I have used from the very first moment I started keeping pigs in the 1970s and I can think of no better phrase to use now. Unlike a lot of things that might cause you to think that you are in your own private heaven, you do not have to wait for days, weeks or years for the feeling of complete happiness to engulf you – it is instant. From the very first moment you select your first piglets the smile on your face will be permanent. Small-scale pig keeping is not so much a way of life but much more a way to happiness as the contentment of being a pig keeper engulfs you. Whether you are a lawyer, doctor, nurse, housewife or even a high-powered captain of industry, the world of pig keeping will give you something extra. Pig keeping offers rewards far greater than just quality food for the family or the satisfaction that comes when your first litter of piglets is born. You will quickly find that as you open the entrance to your pig pen the door of your workplace instantly closes behind you.


In the world of pig keeping, one of the most significant changes that has taken place over the last few years is the remarkable increase in the number of people, from all walks of life and socio-economic backgrounds, who are exploring the possibility of keeping a few pigs. Maybe the very fact that you are reading this book means that you may soon be joining this happy throng of people about to experience the benefits of keeping pigs.


Pat yourself on the back if you intend keeping a few pigs for the table as a means of ensuring that you and your family have the benefit of knowing that what you eat has been fed and reared to the standards that you feel happy and content with.


Pat yourself on the back if you are considering keeping one of our rare or traditional breeds for breeding, in order to help ensure that these wonderful breeds do not become extinct.


Pat yourself on the back if you are one of the increasing number of people who realize that there must be more to life than many of the constant pressures associated with modern-day living. Wanting to do something that relieves some of these work pressures and offers a better quality of life is as good a reason for keeping a few pigs as you could want.


Pat yourself on the back if you are one of those many people who realize that a pig, more than almost any other animal, gives more than it takes and you are just keeping a pig for the pure joy of it.


If you fit into any or all of these categories ‘pat yourself on the back’ because, put quite simply, you have made the right decision.


Get Started in Pig Keeping will be your bookcase mentor, providing you with all the information you need to start keeping pigs. With years of keeping pigs myself, and years of experience running ‘One Day Pig Keeping Courses’, I have been able to listen to what must be almost every problem facing a newcomer to pig keeping.


Tony York





1: Only got a minute?



Small-scale pig keeping is rewarding in so many ways that even just by thinking about starting to keep pigs you will begin to feel the blood racing and a million questions rushing through your mind. Each chapter in this book will reward your enthusiasm and you will find the following:


 




	
Provided you have enough land anyone can keep pigs.


	
Registering to keep a pig is very simple but you must not keep a pig before you have followed the correct procedures.


	
A small area of rough scrubland or woodland is ideal for a pig.


	
Pigs are remarkably clean animals and do not need a great deal of space.


	
Contrary to the opinion held by many people pigs do not smell if kept and fed correctly.


	
Provided you follow some basic rules pigs are not consistently noisy animals.


	
Pigs do not need constant attention unlike many other animals. As well as needing to be fed and watered, cows need milking; sheep need shearing; chickens need securing from foxes; dogs need walking, and while all these animals are adorable you will find pigs need very little apart from food, water and kindness.


	
Attending a short course on keeping pigs and taking advice from the many pig clubs, associations and societies before you embark on your adventure will save you money and heartache.


	
Unlike many new ventures, small-scale pig keeping need not be a drain on your finances and it can be quite the reverse.


	
Pig keeping can be rewarding both financially and emotionally as well as producing ‘a mouth-watering eating experience’.








5: Only got five minutes?



All too often people form the impression that pigs are animals to be feared, kept away from children, are difficult to keep, expensive, not ‘cost effective’ and worst of all that they will need the security of Alcatraz to keep them contained. If you think this then you are wrong. This book dispels these myths and, I hope, makes you realize how much of a pleasure keeping pigs can be. While reading this book you will discover the following:


 




	
Getting the right pig for you and what you plan to do with your pig is very important. If the pig is right for you, then you will be right for the pig.


	
Provided that you get the right breed of pig, at the right age, from the right breeder and then treat and feed it correctly, you will find that they do not have a bad bone in their body.


	
Pigs are not born nasty – they are made nasty. Look very carefully at the person you buy the pig from and see how their pigs have been kept. Buy from a reputable breeder and avoid buying from markets where you will get no provenance.


	
Pigs kept for the table not only more than pay for themselves but also give you and your family a truly ‘mouth-watering eating experience’.


	
Providing a secure pen, paddock or home for your pig is really very simple. Pigs are intelligent animals and, just like you, will not want to escape or run away if they are fed and cared for correctly. Barbed wire at the bottom of the fencing will stop them burrowing out.


	
The pig is genetically very close to a human so you must learn that many of the problems that some pig keepers come across are the result of ‘bad or poor parenting’. Treat your pig as well as you treat your children and if they are of ‘teenager age’ be just as firm. Pigs are hierarchal and respect both kindness and authority.





If you have never kept any form of livestock before and perhaps have never even kept a domestic pet, then your move into keeping pigs might seem daunting in the extreme. If so, put away any doubts or fears you may have and this book will help you understand the following:


 




	
The pig is probably the easiest of all the animals to keep and certainly one of the easiest to train in order to make sure it behaves and reacts in the way you want it to.


	
You will soon prefer your pigs to a lot of humans for they will help you in your new role, not hinder you. They will bring out all the good in you and force you to ask the question ‘Why didn’t I do this years ago?’


	
You are only required to be yourself. There is no need for you to have a farming background or be in any way pretentious.





If you are concerned about the commitment, time and effort you might have to put into your new venture then all you need to do is simply understand that by taking the slowly, slowly and step-by-step approach to keeping pigs that is advocated in this book you can do as much or as little as you choose. Pigs are very hardy animals and will happily spend most of their time outside provided they have a warm, dry house to sleep in. You can also choose when you want to keep them if you are rearing to provide food for the table, i.e. just in the summer/only once a year. If you buy weaners to fatten for pork you only have the pigs for 17 weeks so there’s no long-term commitment.


How often or for how long you keep pigs is up to you, your circumstances and your family’s needs. Pig keeping is a world of flexibility with all the advantages that this brings with it, but beware, it can become addictive!





10: Only got ten minutes?



Thinking about and even talking about keeping pigs is one thing but actually doing it is another. You need to ‘have at hand’ not just enthusiasm (for although it is a valuable and important quality to possess it will rise and fall with each stumbling step you take!) but you need above all to have guidance and knowledge.


It would be wonderful if all new pig keepers could spend their first year in the company of an experienced pig keeper simply watching, learning, helping and enjoying but that is neither possible nor practical. Instead, you must turn to the written word. Contained in this book is more than 30 years of practical pig keeping experience combined with knowledge gained from over 20 years lecturing and teaching new pig keepers from all parts of the world. No matter where you look or what page you turn to you will find the answers you are looking for:


What do I need to buy before I get my pig? Apart from somewhere for it to sleep in and a feed, trough and water bowl the next most important thing to have by you is a thermometer.


Which is the best breed for me? There are many to choose from and all are different not just in appearance, size and temperament but also in potential profitability.


Why can’t I get quality pork and quality bacon from the same pig at the same age? Quality pork comes at a younger age than quality bacon.


What can I do if my pig appears sick? Take the pig’s temperature and assess the degree of ill health then examine thoroughly and, if necessary, report your findings to your vet.


How much room do I need? Very little room at all, in fact the ‘smallholder’s pig’ used to be kept in a pig sty often only 10 ft by 12 ft with an outside area as a toilet area.


What do I need to do and get organized before I get my first pig? Learn as much as possible about keeping pigs as you can then make sure you have suitable housing, a suitable well-fenced area for keeping pigs in, feeding troughs and water troughs plus a CPH (County Parish Holding) number and a Movement licence.


I am not a vet so will I be able to cope or will it cost me a fortune if my pig is ever sick? Pigs do not get sick very often if you feed them correctly while looking after them in a proper manner. Pigs are easily treated and respond very quickly to treatment if they do become ill and you can often treat them easily. If you are just buying piglets to raise for pork you will only have them to look after for around 17 weeks so there is not a lot of time for them to become ill.


What can I feed my pig? Do not feed meat, meat-related products, gravy or anything that has been in contact with meat or anything else that has come from any kitchen. Feed your pigs specially manufactured pig pellets/nuts prepared by the major food manufacturers – you can get them from your local agricultural merchants – plus fruit, vegetables and bread, etc.


What rules and regulations must I observe? Your pig must be clearly marked (metal tag, tattoo or ‘slap-mark’) for traceability and you must record movement on and off your premises as well as recording any drugs given to your pig.


What should I look for when buying a pig? It is often more important to look at the person you are buying from and how their pigs are kept than anything else. If you intend to show then make sure they meet all the breed standards.


How much do pigs cost? This is an impossible question to answer by giving an ‘across the board’ price. It is best to visit the pigs or piglets, select the ones you want and then ask how much.


Can I kill, butcher and eat my own pig? Legally yes. But it is not advised because it is always better for a licensed abattoir to kill your pig and a professional licensed butcher to prepare your meat. If not then you are prevented by law from selling your meat or giving it to anyone else to eat.


What size pig ark do I need? Many people end up buying an ark that is too big for the pig so always get the smallest ark suitable for what you need. Pigs are very clean animals and will never dirty their bed but if they have an ark that is too big they will turn it into an en-suite!


How many times a day do I need to feed my pig? Always feed at least twice a day (morning and evening) because pigs are basically browsers and it is not good to give them vast amounts of food all at once. You need to see them twice a day to make sure that everything is alright.


Do I need to worm my pigs? Yes. Pigs should be wormed at eight weeks and again every six months.


Do I need to vaccinate my pigs? Vaccinate breeding stock two weeks before farrowing and vaccinate against Erysipelas at eight–nine weeks of age and again 14 days later.


Do pigs get on with other animals? Pigs are very sociable and get on well with dogs, cats, goats, cattle, sheep and, to many people’s surprise, even horses. Although to start with horses are very wary of something they don’t know and also the strange smell, once they have got used to it they are fine together.


Are pigs expensive? Definitely ‘no’. When you take into consideration that you can pay many hundreds of pounds for a pedigree puppy, the same and sometimes more for a pure-bred kitten, thousands of pounds for an ostrich and even more for an alpaca then piglets that barely reach three figures are very cheap.


Where should I go to buy my pigs? Always go to a reputable breeder. All the recognized breeds have a Breed Society and they will give you a list of recognized breeders to contact.


I have young children so is it wise to have pigs? Provided that you are a good ‘parent’ to both the pig and your children then all will be well. If you allow a young child in with a big pig before they have got to know each other you are taking an unnecessary risk. If you allow any of your children, no matter what their ages, to hit your pig, throw stones at it or physically abuse it, the pig is bound to react badly. This aside, pigs and children get on very well indeed with a pig being more trustworthy than a lot of dogs as far as children are concerned. You should always insist, however, that everyone washes their hands after being in with the pigs.


Are pigs noisy? Pigs are only noisy at feed times because it is their way of saying ‘Hurry up I’m hungry’ but the noise dies down as soon as they get their food. However, if you give food (even treats such as apples or bananas, etc.) to your pigs every time you go to see them they will soon become noisy whenever they see someone coming because they think they will be getting food.


Are pigs smelly? Provided you feed them the right things and practice good hygienic husbandry you will not suffer from bad odours or stinking pigs.


Can I put my pet pig on a lead and take it for walks? Yes but you must first get a ‘walking licence’ from your local Trading Standards Office (Animal Health) department who will ask you to tell them what your ‘walking route’ will be. If this route goes anywhere near a pig farm or near where other pigs are kept then it is likely to be refused.


How many litters can a pig have a year? Theoretically they could have two and a half litters a year which is the aim of some commercial units but this is just like using a sow as a baby machine and I would never recommend it if you have any feelings for either the mother or her piglets. Weaning at 56 days, and then giving the mother three to six weeks to recover, means that you are realistically looking at two litters a year.


As a small-scale pig keeper who am I responsible to? The main body who will oversee your pig-keeping activities will be your local Trading Standards Office (Animal Health) department. They will give you all the help and advice as far as paperwork is concerned, the rules and regulations plus the legal side of pig keeping.





Introduction


The world of pigs, especially rare and minority breeds, is a place that many people would like to visit but where so many fear to tread. Get Started in Pig Keeping has been written in order to replace fear with reality, and apprehension with confidence while at the same time opening the doors to a whole new experience that will undoubtedly enhance your life. Used correctly this book will do just that.


If you are expecting this book to be full of technical jargon, charts, growth performance tables and feed analysis you will be disappointed. It has been written and structured in such a way that everyone interested in keeping pigs on a small scale can benefit rather than just catering for a few specialists. From the very first chapter you will be able to grasp the importance of placing yourself on an equal footing with the pig if you truly want all the benefits that small-scale pig keeping can give you. It is not a book you will want to put down, but once read, it is a book you can easily refer to again and again whenever the need arises. Each chapter deals with a specific area of interest to the new pig keeper but while, as a whole, this book encompasses everything you will need to know, you have a lot more than just a reference book. It has been written to enthuse and encourage as well as simply teach.


If you take each chapter in order you will be guided gently through the process of keeping pigs right from those early days when you were pondering whether or not to take the first steps right through to those magic moments when you achieve the total satisfaction that keeping pigs can bring you. On the other hand, once you have started your new adventure, you will benefit constantly from referring back to specific chapters and advice as you begin to move forward and tread new ground.


Don’t expect the impossible and simply read this book as if it were a ‘once read – all known’ document because it is much more than that and you should treat it as your friend. The more you get to know it and the more you refer to it then the more will be the benefits and, just like the pig itself, the more you give to it the greater will be your gain.
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The starting point


In this chapter you will learn:




	sensible reasons why you might want to keep a pig


	how to assess your suitability as a pig keeper


	the questions you need to ask yourself before embarking on your new venture.






Why keep pigs?


It would be easy to answer such a question by saying, quite simply, that it is because pigs are the most adoring, intelligent, rewarding and giving animals you will ever come across but there are two problems with such a glib statement. Firstly, if you have ever had anything at all to do with pigs before you read this book then you already know that this is a fact. Secondly, if keeping pigs is going to be a new adventure for you then it is only by keeping them you will realize that, if anything, this is an understatement rather than some wild ‘pig mad’ exaggeration. Let us therefore start by looking more closely at the benefits you are likely to gain from becoming a small-scale pig keeper.


Winston Churchill once said, ‘A dog looks up to you, a cat looks down on you but a pig treats you as an equal.’ How right he was. When you look a pig in the eye it looks back at you with an assured confidence that clearly reflects its determination and ability to learn almost as much about you by the way you behave as you intend to learn about the pig. Don’t ever underestimate the pig’s ability to assess people, situations and their actions for this is the very quality that enables them to be one of the great animal ‘givers’ rather than just ‘takers’. All of us, no matter what our individual background might be, much prefer ‘givers’ to ‘takers’ and this is one of the first benefits you will get when you become a pig keeper for the first time. It does not matter whether you are just keeping a pig as a ‘pet’, thinking of breeding to help save some of our rare and traditional pig breeds or if you are planning to become a ‘hobby farmer’ or smallholder keeping two or three pigs so you can guarantee a better quality of meat for your family and friends – the result is the same. Pigs will give you the benefit of a better quality of life as a result of their ability to ‘give’ you more than they take.





Insight – Pigs teach you something new every day


When I started out myself I made the mistake of thinking I would know everything within a month or two – over 30 years later I am still learning!






POSSIBLE REASONS FOR KEEPING A PIG


There are three main reasons why you may be considering keeping a pig and although you may, over a period of time, want to change the type of pig keeping you are involved in, it is important that you decide, well in advance, on your initial aims and ambitions. If you do not make this a priority you are liable to get the wrong breed of pig to start with, causing you untold problems right from the start. You have the following choices but no matter which route you take, if you choose a rare pig breed then you are also playing your part in helping to save these important traditional breeds for future generations:


 




1  To keep three or four pigs to produce quality meat for your family and friends so that you have a ‘mouth-watering eating experience’ as a result of knowing how your pig has been kept, what it has been fed and how the meat has been prepared. A definite benefit to any new pig keeper who wants to get away from commercially fed and reared pork, ham, gammon and bacon. To travel down this route you start by buying three (the optimum number) weaner piglets, at around eight weeks of age, from a recognized breeder and keep them until they are ready for pork at 26–32 weeks of age or bacon/gammon/ham at 40–50 weeks of age.





Insight – Cheap piglets


Having two of the first four piglets I bought die after four weeks taught me that buying piglets cheap was a false economy and buying before they were properly weaned was even worse.





2  To embark upon small-scale pig breeding thereby producing your own piglets either to sell or to fatten yourselves for the freezer. This will save you from having to buy weaner piglets from another breeder and give you the added benefit of being involved in increasing breed numbers thus playing your part in helping to protect and save some of our rare and traditional pig breeds. You can either take the ‘quick start’ route by getting an adult pig that is due to farrow (an ‘in-pig’ gilt or sow) or start with weaner piglets and take the slower route towards producing your own ‘in-pig’ gilt that will farrow and produce piglets for you after you have had her for about 12 or 13 months. Both routes have their advantages and disadvantages that we will discuss in detail later in this book. Breeding your own stock has the specific benefit experienced by anyone involved in breeding any animal (human or otherwise) – that magic moment of the birth itself with the excitement of watching these tiny animals grow and develop as a result of your involvement. It is impossible for even the most sceptical of new pig keepers not to be moved by the sight of a newly born piglet, dwarfed by its mother, struggling to gain the strength and balance that will enable it to lock on to one of its mother’s teats and get its first vital meal outside of its mother’s womb. You may not shed a tear but if you do we will not be surprised.





Insight – Buying piglets


Like many people starting to keep pigs, I bought some piglets from the local livestock market which was not a good move because I had nobody who had bred to turn to when things went wrong.





 





Insight – Not all pig keepers are necessarily good pig keepers


My first pigs taught me that where I bought them from was just as important as how they looked. When starting off, the people you buy from are as important as the pigs you buy.





3  To simply keep a pig as a ‘pet’. It is no more wrong to keep a pig as a ‘pet’ than it is to keep one for breeding or for meat provided you always keep your pig in the right environment and in the correct conditions. You may want to keep a specialist ‘pet’ pig breed that does not grow as large as the traditional breeds or you may just want a larger rare breed pig that will share its life and your land with you for many years to come. We will discuss the various breeds and your options in a later chapter but whatever breed you ultimately decide to keep you will have the benefit of a ‘friend for life’ who will give you hours of pleasure over many years. It is not unusual for a pig to live for between 10 and 15 years and you will soon find that they are better than any ‘anti-stress’ medication you could ever be given. Your pig will take you to a new, almost unimaginable world where the pressures of modern day living simply do not exist.





Insight – The breed I wanted


One of the hardest things I found to start with was finding the right breed of piglets, but joining the British Pig Association gave me access to their breeders list with all the different breeds – what a great help that was!








Over a period of time you may, of course, embark on any combination of the above or even all three together but it is wise and sensible to start slowly and choose just one of the above to start with. As your knowledge and skills improve in one of the areas, so you can take on more responsibility. However, you must never ever forget that keep a pig is a responsibility. You have a ‘duty of care’ to any animal you might keep no matter what the animal or what the end purpose for keeping that animal might be – a pig is no different in these terms from any other animal.



IT MUST NOT BE A ONE-SIDED RELATIONSHIP


Sadly, all too often, people take on the massive responsibility of becoming a small-scale pig keeper without looking any further than the end of their nose. In your case it is already marginally different because the very act of you buying this book demonstrates that you are ‘pig serious’ and not just ‘pig silly’. The question you need to ask yourself first is not ‘What pig is best for me?’ but more importantly ‘Am I the right person to keep a pig?’. Once you have accepted that the pig takes priority then you are taking the first tentative steps along the road to becoming a successful and, above all, happy pig keeper. Whether you are breeding, fattening or just keeping a pig as a pet you inevitably fail if you put yourself first. Remember that a ‘pig treats you as an equal’ so in order to get the best from the relationship you need to reciprocate fully.





Insight – The ‘cute’ factor isn’t forever


I have spent more time in pig rescue centres because people forget pigs are not always small playful piglets. Puppies are not just for Christmas, and neither are piglets.






Basic requirements


Here are a number of questions you should ask yourself before committing yourself to being a pig keeper:


 




	Have I got the right environment for a pig? Your top floor luxury flat with a magnificent view over Regent’s Park may well be the ideal abode for you but it is totally unsuitable for any pig, even a specialist ‘pet’ pig. It is neither right nor sensible to keep a pig in the house with you. Despite the fact that they are easily trained, highly intelligent and very human friendly, pigs should not be kept permanently in your house. Not only is it unnatural but it is also dangerous because pigs are very hierarchical and may very well try to establish themselves higher up the household pecking order than you would want.








Insight – Getting land


When I was looking for land I found that everyone wanted that nice, flat, well-grassed field but nobody wanted the overgrown roadside copse or small wooded area that was much cheaper and absolutely perfect for my pigs – they loved it.







	Is my partner as keen on keeping pigs as I am? If the answer is ‘no’, ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I think so’ then you should think again or re-address the question. It is no good assuming that you will never be ill, that you will never be incapacitated or you will never be placed in a position where you will not be able to look after your pigs. Even if it is only for a day or two, it is important from the pig’s point of view that there is more than one person in the household who can step into your shoes, and do so willingly.








Insight – Think of the bad weather as well


It is easy to look at your land in the spring/summer but I was soon aware that it becomes a different place in the rain and snow of the winter.







	Do pigs take holidays? The answer to this question is obvious – no. Therefore you have to consider whether you are going to join the pig in its ‘no holiday’ regime yourself or, if not, what provision you are going to make for your pig in your absence. If you are planning on keeping a ‘pet’ pig and/or on breeding then it is imperative you understand that your commitment to the pig is 365 days a year. Even in your absence the pig has to be cared for, fed and looked after and unlike a dog, a cat or similar animal you cannot take it with you. It is not necessarily difficult to make such provisions but it becomes very difficult if you leave such planning to the last minute. If you are planning to act as a ‘hobby farmer’ or part-time smallholder, so that you and your family can experience the ‘good life’ with a better quality of meat in your freezer, then the question of holidays is less of a stumbling block because you can plan your new pig keeping venture around your holidays. Meat in the freezer does not require any looking after.


	Am I able to be patient and understanding? If the answer is ‘no’ then simply forget about being a pig keeper because pigs cannot be bullied and they certainly react badly to impatience. A pig is an extremely strong animal and if you try to push a pig or force it to do anything it doesn’t want to do then it will always react by using its strength as well as its cunning to out-manoeuvre you. When it comes to a battle of wills then accept that your pig will always win if you show any signs of impatience. If you nurture any desire to use brute force then your pig will stop treating you as an equal and will instead highlight your inadequacies.








Insight – Let other people make mistakes for you


Before I started keeping pigs I read a lot of books, spoke to a lot of pig keepers and used the knowledge I gained to make the mistakes I made less dramatic. I found learning from other people’s mistakes a great bonus.





While these are some of the questions you need to ask yourself before spending any money there are a number of other questions you will want the answers to, and you may not know who to ask or where to look. So let us take a look at some of the more obvious ones:
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