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POCKET PETS 

Guinea Pigs 

Gu inea pigs can be good friends. They are not overly smart, but they 
are far from dumb. They will quickly learn to greet their owner's footsteps with 
welcoming whistles . In return, you will need to keep the cage clean and provide 
fresh food and water daily. For such a small amount of work, you can have a 
healthy, active companion. 

4-H 

4-H projects are designed for youth groups by members of the Cooperative 
Extension Service. Information concerning projects is available to your group 
from your county Extension Service office. 

The 4-H Pledge is: 

I pledge: 

Project Requirements 

My HEAD to clearer thinking, 
My HEART to greater loyalty, 
My HANDS to larger service, and 
My HEALTH to better living, for 
My club, my community, 

my country, and my world. 

The pur pose of the 4-H Pocket Pet pro j ect is to give you an opportun i ty t o 
learn about and care for an animal. It will be your responsibility to feed, 
water, clean, and play with your pet. 

To learn how to care for your guinea pig, it is important to read this book . 
To answer t he questions in this book, you will need to read it thoroughly and 
talk with your fellow members, your group leader, and any local resource people 
available. 

As a 4-H member, you will want to try to attend all of the meetings of your 
group; and you will want to take an interest in and help to plan activities fo r 
the group. 

Questions 

What is the name of your 4-H group? ------------------------------------------

Who is your 4-H l eader? ----------------------------------------------------
Who is your Extens i on 4- H Youth agent? -------------------------------------
Have you met your Ex t ens i on 4-H - Youth agent? --------------------------------
Wher e i s t he 4-H off ice located? -------------------------

Do you know the 4-H Pl edge? 



Word List: 

1. Sow 
2. Boar 
3. Gestation 
4. Weaned 
5. Sanitation 

For almost 100 years, guinea pigs have been used in laboratory work. They 
are used for special tests to learn about diseases, medicines, and drug effects. 
Many food companies keep guinea pigs for studying the vitamins in their products. 
The needs of their bodies are much like those of human beings. 

The guinea pig is a rodent with a short, heavy body, short legs, and no tail. 
The male is called a boar and the femal a sow. 

A good joke about guinea pigs is to say to someone, IIPick up a guinea pig 
by the tail, and its eyes fall out. 1I Upon attempting this, one quickly sees that 
there is no tail. 

The scientific name of the guinea pig is Cavia cutleri or restless Cavy. 

Guinea pigs are relatives of a South American animal which still lives wild 
in Peru. Although not a real pig, these animals were called pigs because they 
grunt and squeal. The South American Indians raised them for their meat. 
Sailors brought them back to Europe in the early 1500's. When they were brought 
back to England, they were sold for a guinea (an old English coin no longer made) 
and soon became known as guinea pigs. 

No one knows for sure when guinea pigs were first used for sc i entific pur
poses. Before 1870, their main use in Europe and the United States was for pets. 
From 1870 to 1890, many guinea pigs were used by sc i entists l ike Louis Pasteur 
who studied rabies and by other scientists who studied the causes of diseases and 
ways to fight them. 

In the early part of the 1900's, interested people in England began growing 
guinea r igs for show animals . Guinea pigs started in the United States as show 
animals at about the same time. Today there are many county, state, and national 
guinea pig shows held, usually with a rabbit association show. 

At present, guinea pigs are popular as pets allover the world. They are 
good test animals and also very popular as show animals. 

Questions 

Guinea pigs are rodents? True False 

What is the scientific name for the guinea pig? -------------------------------

Where did they originally come from? -----------------------------------------

introduced them in Europe in the 1500's. ------------------
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List three reasons for raising guinea pigs today: 

1 . 

2. 

3. 

Selecting Your Guinea Pig 

Choose an alert, active guinea pig with clear, bright eyes and a smooth, 
shiny hai r coat. These are indications of good health . Also, AS YOU INSPECT 
YOUR ANIMAL BEFORE YOU BUY IT, make sure the underneath part of the rump is DRY! 

There are three major breeds of guinea pigs: the Amer ican, the Peruvian, 
and the Abyssinian . All three have a blunt nose, short ears, four toes on the 
front feet, three toes on the hind feet, and no tail. 

If you are interested in raising guinea pigs for laboratory use, be sure 
to check with local hospitals and laboratories about the type, age, and size of 
animals they use. Find out if they will buy animals from you before you begin. 

These guinea pigs are 
two examp les of the 
American Cavy breed. 

Best known and most widely raised of the three breeds is t he Amer ican Cavy, 
whi ch has a short-haired, smooth coat. I t has been widely used by laboratori es . 
Yo u may choose t he co l or you like , but white is the color used most for exper i
ments . This sh oul d be kept i n min d by t he ra iser, sel l er , or breeder . 

The body of the Abyssini an Ca vy and its standard we i ght are l ike t hose of 
the America n Cavy. Th e bi gg est di ff erence is t he coat , which is short, harsh, 
and wiry in texture . The rough hair spreads out from a tiny center forming what 
are called rosettes. The r ose ttes should be very clear and well formed. A good 
animal should have at least four sadd l e rosettes - - two on the rump and two on the 
hips. 
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Double or split rosettes are not desirable and are usually caused by soft 
hair mixed with the harsh, wiry hair. 

Chee k 
Whi skers 

ABYSSINIAN CAVY 
Ruff 

't 
2 Saddle Rosettes 
Each Side of Body 

2 Rump 
Rosettes 

2 Hip 
Rosettes 

Stiff, straight hairs, known as the ruff or collar, grow across the shoulders. 
Stiff, straight hairs across the hindquarters are known as the back ridge. The 
hair from the back of the head to the collar or ruff is called the mane. The 
hair between the collar or ruff and the back ridge is the ridge. A better under
standing of these names (mane, ruff, ridge, back ridge, and rosettes) can be 
learned by a careful study of the Abyssinian Cavy . 

PERUVIAN CAVY 

Fringe 

Sweep 
(Rear Coat) 

Side 
Sweeps 

f.IS v-/ith t;le :".bj.'ssinian Cavy, the Peruvian Cavy has the same general body 
type and size as the American Cavy. Sometimes called the queen of the cavy 
world, it has hair at least six inches long and up to 18 inches long. 

Even from a short distance, it is difficult to tell the fron t from the back 
of a Peruvian Cavy and whether it is "coming or going." This is just what 
breeders desire. The coat should be silky, very thick, and as l ong as poss ible . 
This breed is used very little for research work. 

The Peruvi an Cavy r equi res more attention than the other cavy breeds. The 
hair must be brushed carefully every day and when being shown, should be put in 
curlers or rollers. The amount of care needed is greater, but this itself is a 
challenge. 
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The Peruvian Cavy is only for those 4-H ' ers who have the time to spend and 
are willing to take care of the proper grooming. Although they are different 
and present a pleasing appearance when cared for properly, neglect will cause a 
poor and ugly animal. This is a discredit to the owner. 

Questions 

What breed did you select? -----------------------------------------------

Why? ------------------------------------------------0-------------------

Describe your cavy: -----------------------------------------------------

What breed has long, silky hair? 

Have you ever seen this breed? --------------------------------------------

Do you have a sow or boar? -----------------------------------------------

Did you take a picture of your pet(s)? -------------------------------------

If so, place it here. 

Date Name 
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Housing 

Since the guinea pigs do not grow well when the temperature is below 65°F ., 
you will need to keep the animals warm during the winter. It is also important 
that the animals be protected from extreme heat during the summer. 

Guinea pigs do not require special pens because they usually do not climb 
or jump. Most pens have some sort of screen wire or hardware cloth across the 
top. The sides may also be made of screen . 

A wooden box 24 inches by 12 inches by 12 inches high with a wire floor 
could be used. Each animal needs at least one square foot of floor space. One 
male and three females can comfortably live in a space of 36 inches by 24 inches. 
It is best if half the floor is solid so the animals can rest on it rather than 
on the wire. 

If you use a solid floor, cover it with a thin layer of wood shavings, saw
dust, or straw. This material will soak up the moisture. There are bedding 
materials for sale which are also very good. Be sure to select a material which 
is free of dust because dust is very bothersome to the animals· lungs and may lead to 
a breathing problem. Clean the pens at least once a week and more often if 
possible. After cleaning the cage, use a disinfectant to kill the odor. 

I 

This p'ictuY'e shows hOlv 
a lar ge p las t i c tub 
can be used as a simp Ie 
guinea pig pen. 

The guinea pig is not a fighter. You must build your cage so that 
dogs, cats , or other animals cannot reach your pet. 

Describe your pen: 
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Feeding 

Should guinea pigs be given water? All living animals need some water. A 
guinea pig which is eating all the greens it wants will drink very little water. 
However, it is always wise to have fresh, clean water for your animal. 

Guinea pigs do not eat meat. They like all vegetables and very likely 
will eat anything put in front of them. They need many kinds of food. Follow
ing is a list of greens, fruits, and vegetables that guinea pigs like: 

A 1 fa 1 fa (g reen) 
Apples 
Carrots 
Corn (green) 
Dandelions 
Lettuce 

Cauliflower 
Clover (green) 
Celery 
Lawn clippings 
Spinach 
Tomatoes 

All of the above contain some vitamin C, sometimes called ascorbic acid. 
Since people, monkeys, and guinea pigs are the only animals that do not make 
their own vitamin C, it must be part of their food. Other animals can make 
vitamin C in their own bodies. A lack of this vitamin will cause an unhealthy 
animal. 

Vitamin C is very important to us as well as to guinea pigs. Vitamin C 
helps us grow and helps build the cement that holds body cells together, such as 
in teeth and bones. It also keeps our blood vessels strong and does other 
things for us, like helping cuts heal quickly. In fact, it is at work nearly 
everywhere in our bodies. Because this vitamin is so important, we need to make 
a special effort to eat vitamin C-rich foods every day. 

You may find that your animal will like certain vegetables, just as you 
may like certain ones. When giving your pet a new vegetable, be sure to give 
it only a small amount until it becomes accustomed to it. Many of the above 
foods are used by your family and can be shared with your animal. 

Always remove and throwaway any of the green vegetables left at the end 
of the day. Your animal can easily become ill by eating rotted vegetables. A 
small, heavy rabbit feeder can be used to feed rabbit pellets. Feed should be 
available at all times. Do not keep too much dry feed in the feeder, especially 
if your guinea pig develops the habit of sitting in the crock and dirtying the 
food. You may wish to purchase a food cup from a pet or farm store. These 
can be hung from the cage wall and will keep the animal from ruining food. An 
adult pig may eat 20 to 30 grams of pellets daily. Store the pellets in a metal 
box or can, to protect them from wild mice, rats, or insects. 

Guinea pigs, like human beings, will change in their likes and dislikes of 
foods. Some will eat all green foods, if available, and very few pellets . 
Others will eat some green food , some pellets, and drink water. You will need 
to experiment to see what your animal likes. 

It is also important to keep a salt spool, like that used for rabbits, in 
your animal cage. These can be purchased at pet and feed stores. The spool 
should be hung so that your guinea pig can reach the salt easily. Salt, like 
water, is always needed by animals. 
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Questions 

What do you feed your animal?~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

What vitamin is provided by green foods? __ ~~~~~~~~~ ______ ~~~ __ __ 

What vegetable does your animal like best? 
----~------~~~~~~~~~~--

What is your favorite vegetable? __ ~~~~~ __ ~~~~~~~~ __ ~~~~ ___ 

Is this favorite vegetable a good source of vitamin C?~~~~ __ ~~ ____ ~ ___ 

Why do we need vitamin C in our diet? __ ~ __ ~~~ __ ~ __ ~~ ______ ~ __ ~ __ __ 

What vitamin C-rich foods or beverages do you eat or drink that you do not feed 

your guinea pig? __ ~~~ __ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ __ ~~ __ ~ __ ~~~~ __ 

Make a list of good and fair food sources of vitamin C for people: 

Weather 

The lOwer spout in this 
picture is be tter foy~ a 
cavy water bottle because 
the ball bearing in the 
tip helps discour age t he 
bad habit some guinea pigs 
develop of blowing f ood 
into the water spout . It 
also prevents leaks. 

As said before in this book, temperatures for guinea pigs must be kept 
above 65° F. Therefore, plan to keep them warm and away from drafts in the 
winter. Sun shining directly on the coat can cause it to become 9ul1 and 
washed out in appearance. Keep your animal in a cool, shady place in the summer. 
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Handling 

Your animal may be small and need very little room in which to live; how
ever, you need to spend time giving it care and attention to keep it healthy 
and happy. 

When the animal is very small, it can fit into the palm of your hand. When 
picking up the animal, hold the animal with your thumb and forefinger just be
hind the head and in front of the front legs. The remaining fingers can hold 
gently, but firmly, behind the front legs and around the rib cage. Then as the 
animal is lifted from the floor of the cage the other hand should be placed 
under the rump of the pig to give support so that it will be comfortable. 
Guinea pigs do not often scratch, but they become very excited if they are not 
properly supported when handled. 

When feeding your guinea pig, talk to it. Pet it as much as possible. 

Breeding 

These two views 
demonstrate the 
safest way to 
hold your pet. 

The common belief that guinea pigs have many young is not true. Litters 
average from one to four, and two are usual. Five or six are born sometimes 
but not often. The mother guinea pig only has two teats for nursing the young 
but usually has enough milk for her litter rega rdless of litter size. However, 
you may wish to place a small dish of bread and milk in the pen for the mother 
during the first 10 days after birth. Feed only the amount that she will eat. 
Do not allow the milk to sour and always clean the dish well before each 
feeding. 

Six litters is the most any sow can produce in one year . It is not recom
mended that the animal be bred this often because of the drai n on the life of 
the sow and the weak litters that result. Four to five litters a year are 
recommended. After a sow is two to three years old, she usually will not have 
any more litters . A boar will be potent (able to reproduce), as a rule, until 
he is four years old. 
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The peri od of gestation, or length of time of pregnancy, of the guinea pig 
is between 63 and 72 days; the average is 68 days. The sow will usually mate 
within a few hours of bearing a l itter; if not then, she will not mate unti l 
she has weaned her young . A young sow's firs t li t te r is usually born somewhat 
weaker tha n her l ater ones , and often a higher number of her f irst litter will 
die than of her follow i ng li tters. The young are usual ly l i vely and can run 
about freely al most at once . They are born f ully haired , with their eyes open, 
and with teeth. After the young are a day old, t hey can be handled and petted 
with care. Af t er the first few days, they wil l begi n to nibble at the food 
given them and soon are caring for themselves. 

The weight of the newborn guinea pig will depend upon the number of animals 
per litter; but, usually, they will weigh from 90 to 120 grams each. There are 
454 grams in a pound, so t hese babies weigh about a quarter pound or four 
ounces. 

It is a good idea to wean the young when they are three weeks old. At the 
same time, the males should be placed away from the females because they can 
breed at a very early age . The female should not be bred until she i s three 
to five months old. This allows time for the young sow to become fully ready 
for breeding. The female should be bred by the time she i s six months old or 
the chances of mating are not so good. 

Always put the boar into the sow's cage . Leave him there for three weeks. 
The sow will have her 'Iheat period ll every 14 to 15 days. 

PARTS OF A GUINEA PIG 

\\ 

1 . Nose 5. Back 9. Belly 
2. Eye 6. Rump 10. Shoulder 
3. Ear 7 . Th i gh 11 . Forepaw--four t oes 
4. Crown 8. Hind f oo t - -three toes 12. Whiskers 

Once an animal has been bred, othe r matings are not difficult. When the 
f emal e becomes full-grown without havi ng had a litter, the pelvic girdle (the 
bony arch suppo r ting the skeleton of th e hind limbs and vertebrae) may have 
closed so that birth of the l itter is diff i cult . 
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People who raise guinea pigs to make money suggest keeping one boar with 
10 or fewer sows. The boar and sows can be kept together as a family. However, 
most people will separate the sows and keep them in a quiet place before they 
give birth. Do not handle or play with your sow during the last two weeks of 
pregnancy as she can be hurt easily. Some mothers become upset when babies are 
born and will l eave their young or sometimes even kill them. When two or more 
sows are l eft together, they will both nurse the young. Since the young nurse 
for about three weeks, this should not be overlooked in cases where several 
sows and litters are kept together. It is one of the causes for poor health 
and a high death rate in young pigs. 

Choose big animals for the future breeding herd, but select them from large 
litters rather than from small ones. Large animals in small litters may be big 
because they received extra milk rather than because of good background. 

The young boars can stay together until they are fully grown. After they 
are separated they should never be placed together again, for a fight will occur 
and they can easily hurt each other. 

Questions 

What do you call your guinea pig(s)? ---------------------------------------

Did you raise a litter this year? ------------------------------------------

If so, how many cavies were there in the litter? ----------------------------

Guinea pigs enjoy hay. 
It makes a pregnant 
cavy fee l safe. It 
gives a bored cavy 
something to play with . 

The ges tation period for guinea pigs is about days. --------

Describe your young animals: --------------------------------------------
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What do you plan to do with the young cavies? 
-----------------------------

Health 

Guinea pigs are very healthy animals. When they are properly housed and 
fed, they will remain healthy. Their homes shou ld be well lighted. Keeping 
the air fresh but free from drafts is very important. The usual causes for 
sickness may be a sudden draft, a change in temperature, dampness, or any injury, 
such as a broken tooth. When a guinea pig is sick, it will have one of the 
following problems which are called symptoms. 

- Sits perfectly still and all hunched up 
- Hair coat ruffled and not neat 
- Will not eat and loses weight quickly 
- Droppings loose and watery 

REMEMBER, guinea pigs can easily catch a disease called paratyphoid. Steps 
should be taken to keep wild mice and rats from getting into the guinea pig room 
or into their feed, since these animals may carry or spread the paratyphoid 
germs. 

When you notice a sick pig, it is best to keep it separate from your other 
animals. You may wish to take it to your local veterinarian for treatment. 

Make sure your pet's nails 
don 't get too long. Nails 
like these can be painful 
and can get caught on a 
wire floor. Hold the 
nail toward a light and 
trim it -' avoid'ing the 
darkel? area where the 
nerve and blood vessels 
are located. 

If your pig is outside during the summer, it may pick up lice, mites, 
fleas, or ticks from other animals. These are called parasites. If you 
notice that your pig is scratching a lot, look at it carefully for the para
sites . Parasites can be gotten rid of easily by dusting or rubbing on a 
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special powder for fleas, ticks, or other parasites. You can purchase this 
from your drug, feed, or pet store. Read the label to see which parasites the 
powder will kill. Use a powder which is made. for cats rather than for dogs. 

Ten Rules to Follow: 

Questions 

1. Clean cage and equipment at least once a week. 
2. Disinfect (clean to kill germs) cage and equipment. 
3. Keep the area around the pen clean and neat. 
4. Feed your pigs a balanced diet of dry and green foods. 
5. Remove all uneaten green food. 
6. Keep clean~ fresh water for animals. 
7. Provide enough light and fresh air. 
8. Keep other pets and rodents away from your pigs. 
9. Do not overhandle pregnant females and keep boars away from them. 

10. Always check for parasites such as lice and fleas. If you 
find any, treat your pet right away. 

How often do you clean and disinfect your animal pen and equipment? 

Did you have any disease problems this year? --- If so, what were they? 

How would you treat your animal if you found fleas on it? ________ _ 

List five rules to prevent diseases: 

1 . 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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HOW MUCH DOES YOUR PET COST YOU? 

~enses 

1 . Cos t 0 f pet 

2. Cost of cage or building materials 

3. Cost of feed: 

Kind of Food Date Purchased 

4. Cost of reference books: 

Title 

5. Other expenses (toys, bedding, medicine, etc.): 

Item 

Tota 1 Expenses 

Income 

1. Sales of animals: 

Number So ld Date So l d Amount Received 

Total Income 

Diffe re nce between to t al expen ses and total income 
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~1Y PET 

(Write a short story about your pet) 
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