Swine Terminology

Boars are male pigs with testicles - they generally grow faster, bigger and leaner. See this article about Essential Differences. Most people buy boar piglets for raising as meat. We breed for a gentle temperament and have never found boar taint in our pigs - we have been testing them for years and selling the meat from our boars to thousands of customers. Castration is not necessary. We no longer offer castration - see barrows below. If you want barrows then buy boars and you can do the castration or have a vet do it. Before do read about Boar Taint - It is mostly a myth. Castration sets a piglet back off feed and can kill the piglet in some cases. Castration is not recommended or necessary and we have not found any boar taint in our herds after years of testing. 

Common question: Why are pigs more expensive in the spring?
Answer: There is a very strong seasonality to pricing for two reasons. It is harder to farrow, to birth, pigs in the winter months. This reduces supply. Demand is high in the spring because virtually everyone wants to buy piglets in the spring. Conversely, the easy litters are from the summer but those are not in as much demand in the fall which produces a low demand in the fall and thus lower prices. Get your piglets later in the year, as late as October, so as to pay lower prices for the piglets. Pigs do great right through the winter. Read on my blog about how we raise pigs outdoors right through the winter.

Barrows are male pigs that have been castrated and nolonger have testicles. Barrows generally grow slower and fatter than boars but faster and leaner than gilts.

Common question: How many months will it take a piglet to reach butchering size?
Answer: The short answer is six months. The long answer is how big do you want the pig to be, how much do you have to feed it, what are you feeding it, what does the feed cost, are you willing to keep caring for it into the winter, what is it being fed, etc? All of these are factors in how fast the pig grows and how big it grows. You can slaughter a pig at any size. Over about 250 lbs on a commercial feed the hog starts putting on more fat and less muscle as well as being less efficient at turning feed into pork. Pigs weather the winter well but grow slower and you have to deal with water in freezing conditions. Up to a point it is more efficient from a slaughter point of view to raise the pig larger rather than smaller. Generally people aim for 250 lbs which most pigs reach on a balanced diet in about six months. Pick the size you want the pig to be and go for that. Any way you cut it, its good eating. Enjoy your home grown pork!

Gilts are female pigs that have not given birth (farrowed) to a litter of piglets yet. Gilts generally grow the slowest and put on more fat than boars or barrows. If you are looking for lard, a short bodied (lard type) gilt raised on a high calorie diet is the ticket. 

Common question: Why are gilts more expensive?
Answer: We like to keep gilts back to watch for that exceptional 5% who will make good breeding stock as replacement sows in our herds to continue improving our breed. To find them we must select the best gilt piglets and watch them grow for eight months, then breed the best of those, the primes. Not all of those will 'take' that is to say get pregnant. Of those that take we need to wait for them to gestate for 16 weeks of pregnancy. Finally after a year we find out what their first litter is like and how they perform as mothers. From the best of those we pick our replacement sows. About 5% of the gilts make the cut to sows. Boars on the other hand stands less than a 0.5% chance of being kept for breeding (each boar services about 15 sows) thus I don't need to keep as many boars as gilts to select for breeding stock and improve our herd. Life's hard on the farm if you're a guy. Same as in the wild herds.

Sows are female pigs that have given farrowed (birthed) a litter of piglets. She will typically farrow two or more litters per year with a gestation period of about four months (three months, three weeks, three days, 3 am). Some exceptional sows like Blackie on our farm have farrowed, of their own choice, three times a year producing as many as 19 piglets per litter - that's unusually productive. 

Common question: How many litters can I get out of a sow?
Answer: A sow will typically have two or so litters per year. An exceptional sow like Blackie's line will have three litters a year. You can also just breed her once a year with a borrowed boar or AI if that fits your needs - matching the warm seasons when farrowing is easy. Sows typically live five to ten years but you do not have to keep them that long. Some people will keep a sow for a couple of years then eat her as she gets too large for them to handle. A large sow eats a lot more than a small sow. If you're feeding sow chow then this high cost may matter to you. Since we are pasture based this is not a big issue for us. Thus we have many older sows that weight 600 to 800 lbs. As sows get older they gain experience, are better grazers, better mothers and milkers. Litter count also often goes up with parity, that is to say how many litters a sow has had. When the end comes, sows are good eating. They will be a bit tougher than a finisher and a bit more fat than other pigs but not excessively when kept on pasture. See this article about hanging meat.

Tail Cutting & Teeth Clipping are things we do not do. Neither intervention is necessary and both can cause pain and infection in the piglet. Some piglets naturally end up with shorter tails. There is a recessive heritable genetic trait for short tails which we have in our herd which is why some of our sows like Flip, Flop, Flo, Flora have short tails and so do their piglets.

Select piglets are available for $50 extra each - If you want a pig for breeding purposes or have some other personal preference such as color you can pick your own. It takes extra time to do this. These are typically superior piglets that you might want to raise up for breeding - the best of the best. Otherwise I pick out the piglets which is much easier and can be done ahead of time so the piglets are ready when you arrive. Allow extra time for selection and let me know ahead of time that you want to do this as well as letting me know of any characteristics you're looking for such as a red pig or spotted pig.

Common question: Can I just breed feeder piglets and save?
Answer: Sure, but then you don't get the advanatage of starting with the better genetics. Breed the best of the best to continually improve your livestock. To do less is wasting your time. It takes a year to bring a gilt from being a piglet to farrowing. Not all animals are fertile. When I pick out select piglets for breeding I'm giving you the advantage of my eye and experience to get you started on better footing. This is well worth the added nominal cost of a select piglet.

Blackie's Descendant Select piglets are available for $100 extra each for 14 teated and $200 extra each for 16 teated piglets. Limited availability and reserve list for piglets from her and her daughters. Blackie is perhaps our top breeding sow having produced three litters in a year and litters of 19 piglets with excellent conformation. Color varies, ask if you have a preference. Note that Blackie is not a pure bred Large Black although she does look it. She is a superior sow which is the reason for the premium. She is crossed with our boars who are as noted above.

Runts happen occasionally but we do not normally sell them as piglets because they will take you a month or two longer to raise to market size. Note that runts will eventually get big - they aren't good for pets and won't stay small. If you are looking for a pet pig consider a Pot Bellied pig or some other non-farm variety that stays under 200 lbs. Farm pigs easily grow to 800 lbs or even 1,400 lbs like our big boar Spot. We also do not rent or loan pigs or piglets. There is a petting zoon near Keene, New Hampshire which is a lovely place to take the children to see piglets, chicks, goats and other farm animals. Check out the Friendly Farm.

Bred Guilts Guaranteed are high quality gilts that we have kept back and bred to our boars. These are gilts I would keep for our own herd to replace our sows. By the time they leave our farm at close to a year of age the gilts are visibly into their pregnancy and guaranteed to farrow or you can return the gilt for a full refund minus a $50 loading fee. A Bred Gilt is an excellent way to get started. The price is higher because you're getting a lot of piglets that you can then raise and eat or sell and you still have the gilt who's then an experienced sow but also a lot of meat herself. In our experience Bred Gilts generally farrow six to fourteen piglets the first time - the count is not guaranteed. We see an average of a bit over eight per farrowing. Guarantee is void if gilt shows any signs of abuse. A returned gilt must be parasite and disease free, alive, not thin or overly fat and returned in good condition no more than 31 days after her due date. Note that a gilt can not actually return to our farm for herd security reasons - she would go directly to the butcher should she fail. Take care of the lady and she'll perform for you - guaranteed.

Common question: Can I bring her back to rebreed next year?
Answer: No, for health security reasons for our herd we can't bring in animals that have been elsewhere. We have what is termed a closed herd. You can do Artificial Insemination (AI) on a pig. You can also breed her to one of her sons - this is not taboo in pig culture and will not produce monsters. The offspring are then your feeder pigs for the next round.

Breeding Boars Prime are proven boars of finisher size of fine condition and quality that I would keep for my own herd for replacement boars if I had the space. Sugar Mountain Farm Prime Boars offer excellent pasture proven genetics, heritage breeding and are hand raised for a docile temperment. The Primes are the best sons of our best sows and our own best boars. They have already demonstrated their ability to breed. All of our boars have 14 or more teats as do their sow, sire and other breeders in our herd - this is a key factor in determining productivity in their future daughters. A Sugar Mountain Farm Prime boar is a great way to inject high quality genetics into your herd. 

