
1

Chapter 1

History

Kristie Mozzachio

History
The so-called Vietnamese Pot-bellied Pig was intro-
duced into North America in the mid-1980s by  
Canadian Keith Connell who first imported a group 
of European miniature pigs of I and Mong Cai Viet-
namese origin into Canada for use in zoos (Connell 
or CON line); there is no known lineage information 
for the first group of 18 imported pigs, although the 
miniature pet pig we recognize today was derived 
from this group (Blaney 2004). Connell’s second 
import group was dubbed the North American Pot-
bellies (NAP line) and consisted of a broader Euro-
pean base. This group was composed of larger pigs, 
up to approximately 400 lb (181 kg) and did not 
contribute to the current population as size made 
them impractical pets (Blaney, personal communica-
tion). American Keith Leavitt later imported from 
China what came to be called the LEA line, followed 
by the Royal line imported from England by Harry 
Espberger; both to add some color into the lineage. 
The CON, LEA, and Royal are the primary founda-
tion stock of the miniature pet pig currently seen in 
North America (Magidson 1995).

Originally intended for zoos, the minipig be-
came a surprisingly popular pet among private 
buyers and prices soared into the thousands of 
dollars. Organizations such as the North American 
Potbellied Pig Association (NAPPA) became estab-
lished, national shows were held, dedicated maga-
zines published, and breeding began for what ap-
peared to be a lucrative endeavor. The original 
potbellied pigs were typically black and of short 
stature, with small erect ears, sway back, short 
nose, wrinkled face, straight tail, and the classic 

“potbelly” (Blaney 2004; Braun and Casteel 1993; 
Reeves 1993). Weights ranged up to 250 lb (113 kg), 
but these pigs were still considered miniature relative 
to their 5001 lb (2271 kg) farm hog counterparts. 
Fun fact: “Pinto Pete” was the product of breeding 
between second generation CON pigs and was an 
oddly colored black and white pig considered of little 
value—until the public got a look and started clamor-
ing for him. Had all of the pigs stayed a boring black, 
maybe we wouldn’t be where we are today.

As with all fads, the fervor died down over time 
and these pet became more affordable for the general 
population; ownership became more widespread. And 
again, as with all fads, people eventually tired of these 
unique pets so many found their way into shelters. 
Over the ensuing years and continuing to this day, ef-
forts to develop smaller and smaller pet pigs persist 
and the trendiness of the pet ebbs and flows with each 
new “breed.” Animal shelters and miniature pig rescue 
organizations remain overwhelmed with each new 
wave of castaways as a result.

Breeds
So how many miniature pig breeds are there? Well, to 
answer, one has to define the term breed. One defini-
tion: “a group of domesticates that, when bred to each 
other, will regularly produce offspring that are recog-
nizably of that breed, both morphologically and in 
their aptitudes” (Porter 2002). Given that miniature 
pigs have few distinguishing features, small size has 
become the primary goal for any newly touted “breed,” 
and terms such as teacup, micro-mini, pixie, pocket, 
and thimble have been used to market these animals. 
However, of the marketed miniature pet pig breeds 



Potbellied Pig Veterinary Medicine2

of a local type than a true breed, including in their 
native country (Magidson 1995). Features listed in the 
breed standards published by NAPPA in the early 
1990s include a maximum height of 18 in (45 cm); 
maximum weight of 95 lb (43 kg) at 1 year of age 
(author’s note: not full-grown for 3 to 5 years); small 
erect ears; a sway back; and black, black and white, or 
white coloration (Reeves 1993). This breed is known 
for its gentle disposition.

The Juliana (aka Juliani or Julienne; Fig. 1.1B) pig 
is also known as the Miniature Painted Pig since color-
ation is always spotted in a “profuse and random” pat-
tern not in a “piebald pattern” and the base color can 
be silver, white, red, rust, black, or cream. This breed 
exhibits a long straight snout, long lean body, small 

(excluding research breeds), only the Vietnamese Pot-
bellied Pig is included in one of the most expansive 
and thorough books on livestock breeds throughout 
the world (Porter 2002); the many publicized North 
American minipig “breeds,“ including the so-called 
Teacup pig, are notably absent. It is expected that the 
majority of miniature pet pigs seen today are of mixed 
origin, with a basis in the Vietnamese breed(s). That 
said, there are a few that might be considered distinc-
tive local populations, if not a true recognized breed, 
listed here.

The Vietnamese Potbellied/Pot-bellied Pig 
(Fig. 1.1A) might be considered the “classic” breed and 
is by far the most well-known, but even this group is a 
mix rather than a purebred line (Reeves 1993); more 
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Fig. 1.1 Pet pig breeds: (A) Vietnamese Potbellied Pig (photo credit: Cindy Anne Ford); (B) Juliana; (C) Kunekune; (D) Göttingen; 
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 (E) Yucatan (photo credit: Blind Spot Animal Sanctuary); (F) Panepinto (photo credit: Linda Panepinto); (G) Meishan (photo credit: Blind Spot 
Animal Sanctuary); (H) American Guinea Hog.
Fig. 1.1, cont’d

erect ears, thick coarse hair coat, 15 to 17 in (38 cm to 
43 cm) tall, and without a potbelly or sway back (Juliana 
Pig Association and Registry 2018). In the authors expe-
rience, these pigs tend to be naturally rambunctious and 
make unruly patients.

The Kunekune (Fig. 1.1C) is a New Zealand meat 
breed first imported into the US in the mid-1990s. It 
is not a true miniature but, rather, a smaller breed of 
domestic pig commonly kept as a pet, weighing up to 
400 lb (181 kg) and exhibiting distinctive features 
including large forward-inclined hairy ears, a barrel-
shaped torso (the name in the Māori language means 
“fat and round” or “plump”), a wide forehead, a short 

upturned snout, thick hair of many colors (black, 
browns, gingers, creams and with or without spots), 
and a laid-back personality that makes the breed ideal 
for petting zoos. Breed characteristics listed by the 
International Kunekune Hog Registry (Kunekune 
2021) now also include the necessity of two wattles at 
birth (fibrous appendages also called tassels that dan-
gle on either side of the throat and have a tendency to 
get torn off at times—but provide excellent pulse ox-
imetry readings). Previously described purebred 
Kunekune pigs were not necessarily wattled.

Several of the miniature pig breeds used in bio-
medical research, including the Göttingen, Panepinto, 
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can also offer guidance for navigating city, state, and 
homeowner association ordinances that may not allow 
miniature pet pigs. Many have already vetted their 
adoptable animals too, including neutering.

Pig Placement Network in the Northeastern United 
States is one of the oldest pet pig rescue organizations 
and, as such, is a reputable source with years of expe-
rience (Box 1.1). Smaller rescues or microsanctuaries 
crop up all the time, but some end up with hoarding 
situations in need of rescue themselves. Potential 
owners should research rescue organizations prior to 
adoption just as they should research breeders prior to 
purchase. An in-person visit is strongly recommended 
prior to either purchase or adoption.

and Yucatan (Figs. 1.1D–F) have made their way into 
pet households but remain relatively uncommon. 
Some of the smaller commercial breeds such as the 
Meishan and American Guinea Hog are also some-
times kept as pets (Figs. 1.1G–H).

The American Minipig Association (AMPA) has 
declared a breed standard for the so-called American 
Minipig breed that includes features such as 15 to 20 in 
(~38 to 51 cm) at the top of the shoulders, small erect 
ears, straight tail with a tassel at the end, healthy 
coarse hair, and “any variety of colors and markings 
including but not limited to solid, spots, stripes as an 
immature color, and agouti as a mature color.” They 
also describe size as “the overall weight of the Ameri-
can Mini Pig should fit its stature as such that the pig 
is comfortable and able to run and move freely,” so 
there are no weight restrictions that might prevent 
larger, heavier animals from being considered. Inter-
estingly, a sway back appearance—part of the breed 
description for the Vietnamese Potbellied Pig—is 
given as an exclusion. The organization acknowledges 
a mixture of breeds from around the world that have 
contributed to the pet now seen in the US and have 
provided a lovely definition of the “mutt” that is the 
miniature pet pig seen today.

Food for thought: When wading through the stag-
gering amount of online information generated about 
the pot-bellied/potbellied/miniature pet pig, it should 
be remembered that one of the smallest known minia-
ture pig breeds is the Göttingen. This well-established 
breed, developed in the 1960s with carefully manipu-
lated genetic pedigrees for over the past 60 years 
(Larzul 2013; Simianer and Köhn 2010), reaches an 
average adult weight of 45 kg (just under 100 lb). The 
more recently developed 1990s Panepinto Micropig 
reaches an adult weight of 25 to 30 kg (55 to 66 lb) 
(Köhn 2012). Therefore, it stands to reason that “Joe 
Public breeder” making any claims below this weight 
is likely full of shit.

Minipig Rescue
Many potential pet pig owners are unaware that mini-
pig overpopulation is a problem, just as it is for other 
pets such as dogs or cats. Those open to adoption can 
contact a local rescue, found in nearly every US state 
and several foreign countries. These organizations  
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Just like dogs and cats, overpopulation has led to an abun-
dance of pet pigs available for adoption. In the US, Pig Place-
ment Network (PPN), one of the oldest pet pig rescue organi-
zations, is a good place to start a search for adoptable pet 
pigs (https://www.pigplacementnetwork.org/). The organiza-
tion supports a number of rescue groups in vetting the ani-
mals, allows posting of adoptable pigs across the country, 
and has a searchable map for surrendered pigs in need of 
homes. They also maintain a library of helpful articles and 
videos for pet pig owners. Pet pigs of all shapes, sizes, and 
ages (piglets included) are always available for adoption.  
Potential owners should be made aware of this resource  
as an alternative to breeder purchase.
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