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Animal Production Interview 
By Carol Chudoba 

 
 

 

I chose to write my Production Interview paper on the subject of the alpaca farming industry in the 

United States.  I fell in love with alpacas on my recent trip to Peru and thought that it would be a good 

idea to learn as much as I could about them since I hope to return to Peru several times in the next year.  

Alpacas are such endearing, gentle creatures, and they play a very important role in the lives of the 

Quechua Indians of Peru and now in a growing agricultural industry in the U.S., so I thought that 

researching their history seemed like an interesting area to start. 

Alpacas were domesticated 6000 years ago and are members of the Camelid family of mammals, along 

with llamas and vicunas, which are indigenous to the Central Andes Mountains.  Alpacas weigh about 

150 to 180 pounds and stand five feet tall, while their domesticated relative, the llama, is about twice the 

size.  Vicunas still live in the wilds of South America and are much smaller than alpacas.  The Inca 

culture developed and maintained alpaca breeding programs, and even separated the herds into twenty 

recognized colors.  Archeological evidence suggests that alpacas were worshipped in the Inca culture.  
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Alpacas were said to have been a gift form the Earth Mother- a gift loaned to human as long as they 

were properly cared for.  Their fleece was considered the “Fiber of the Gods”, and had far more value 

than the fleece of the llama and vicuna, because of it’s superior strength, softness and light weight.  The 

Inca people built their lives around the fleece supplied by alpacas.  The fibers were woven into clothing, 

roofing, bridges and much more.  Cloth was the currency to the Inca people and the fleece of the alpacas 

was the most prized.  In the past thirty years much research has been conducted on the Incas woven 

history.  It is now believed that their intricately knotted fibers, called Khipus, were used for 

mathematical records.  Khipus and other forms of textiles formed the basis of a three-dimensional 

written language for the Inca people. 

When the Spanish Conquistadores arrived in Peru in the 1500’s, they didn’t recognize the true treasure 

of the Inca people; they were blinded by the abundant gold, silver and precious stones.  In their effort to 

conquer and subjugate the native people, there followed a slaughter of alpacas and llamas.  Some 

estimate as much as 90% of the alpaca population was slaughtered and left in the fields to rot.  The 

Incas, who are now known as the Quechua Indians, saved a small remnant of these wonderful animals.  

The Quechua secreted off the alpacas to the barren and remote Altiplano area of the Andes, where they 

are still guarded and carefully tended to today. 

The fact that alpacas currently thrive at high altitudes piques my curiosity.  500 years ago the alpaca 

lived in the lusher, lower regions of Peru; it wasn’t until they were led away to the safety of the 

Altiplanos that they encountered daily life at 12,000-15,000 feet in elevation.  When I talk with people 

about alpacas, they all tend to say that alpacas like the higher altitudes.  But I wonder how the alpaca’s 

bodies dealt with the change, physiologically, over the past 500 years.  I think that initially, living in the 

high Andes was probably stressful to their bodies.  Is it possible that alpacas have adjusted 

physiologically since the Spanish conquest of their country?  Or have alpacas been self-medicating by 
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grazing on coca leaves to relieve their altitude sickness, including headaches and fatigue?  I don’t know 

the answer to this question and welcome any educational answers. 

 

Now, on to alpacas in the United States.  In 1980,the first ten alpacas, intended for farms and not zoos, 

were imported into the U.S.  The Alpaca Registry Inc. (ARI) estimates that there are around 100,000 

alpacas in the U.S. today.  That is a significant increase in just 25 years.  According to ARI, the alpaca 

industry has a mixture of individuals from the alpaca breeder who is interested in breeding and raising 

alpacas as a business venture to those individuals who are interested in raising alpacas strictly to produce 

fleece to be processed and sold, to be made into end products.  The industry even has people who just 

want to own alpacas as pets and companions. 

For my interview, I contacted Sherry McEvoy by e-mail, after viewing her Alpaca Pastures of Virginia, 

Inc. website.  Sherry invited my husband and me to visit the alpaca farm owned by Sherry and her 

husband Patrick.  The McEvoys are in alpaca the industry with the intent to “breed quality Alpacas with 

exceptional conformation, superior fleece, and a tender temperament”. 

Alpaca Pastures of VA sits on 17 acres in Beaverdam, Virginia, where the McEvoys reside.  Through 

careful planning and research, Sherry and Patrick have designed and built a facility that is generous in 
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size for the health of the alpacas, has stables that are efficiently laid-out and well-equipped, and most 

importantly, keep the safety and well-being of their alpacas as their primary focus.  I was immediately 

impressed by how clean the facility was.  Having owned horses that were boarded at various stables and 

now working at a veterinary hospital and in it’s kennel, I realize that maintaining any animal facility in 

such a high state of cleanliness is no easy feat.  However, Alpaca Pastures is a breeding and birthing 

facility, so they have a great incentive to keep the area immaculate.  Sherry and Patrick welcomed 5 

baby alpacas, called crias, into the world this year.  In fact, the last one was born the day before my farm 

visit, so I had the privilege of watching “Topaz” being nursed and cuddled by her mom, “Dia”, as well 

as observe how the pair interacted with the other members of the herd.  

 

Alpaca Pastures barns and pastures were designed with expansion in mind, While the farm currently 

houses 21 alpacas, Sherry and Patrick are expecting to have a total of 36 alpacas on their property.  

Their services include alpaca sales, breeding and boarding.  The primary barn is used to stable the 

female alpacas and their crias.  The secondary barn is used primarily for the herdsires and jr. herdsires, 

but can also be used as an isolation area for new alpacas or for those returning from shows or breeding.   
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The area designated for the alpacas that will soon give birth is equipped with heated livestock pads for 

the new cria, extra protection from wind and cold, extra straw for cushioning and a video camera that 

streams live coverage of the area to the McEvoy’s house 24 hours a day.  As soon as a cria is born, they 

are quickly dried off and blankets are put on them to keep their body temperature in the comfort zone.  

Crias are up on their thin, wobbly feet shortly after birth, nursing from their mom, gaining valuable 

nutrients and antibodies found in the colostrum of their mother’s milk.  

The McEvoys pay particular attention to the feed that is fed to their alpacas through the many stages in 

their development.  Pregnant and lactating alpacas are fed a ration of Blue Seal Evans Camelid 

Starter/Gestation/Lactation pellets, along with LWS Fiber Nutrients and LWS Vitamin Mineral ‘E’ as a 

top dressing.  The male alpacas and young females are fed Blue Seal Evans Alpaca Maintenance pellets.  

All alpacas are given generous portions of orchard grass hay and also graze on the orchard grass that is 

growing in the pastures.  Of course, fresh water is always available, as well as water with cherry-

flavored electrolytes. 

Alpaca Pastures currently has only the Huacaya breed of  alpacas, which have a crimpy fleece and a 

fluffy appearance.  The Suri breed of alpacas has a longer fleece that hangs down in long locks, which 

look to me kind of like dreadlocks.  Sherry showed me the subtle difference in the fleece of several of 

her alpacas.  Crimped fleece is desirable, as well as very fine, soft fleece. There are 22 natural colors of 

fleece, ranging from white to shades of brown, black and shades of grey.  Alpacas with white fleece are 

the most common, while alpacas with a light rose grey the least common.  Breeders are now trying to 

breed alpacas for light grey fleece, since that is the most desirable color.  The first shearing of an alpaca, 

when they are one year old, produces the highest quality fleece.  The fleece from each alpaca usually 

sells for $300 to $500 and they are sheared only once a year. Sherry directed me to Alpaca Registry, 

Inc., which uses advanced DNA technology for pedigree registration.  Alpaca imports from South 
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America are no longer allowed into the United States; the borders are closed to new imports and 

bloodlines.  It is estimated that it will take 1 million alpacas in the U.S. to support a full-time mill. 

The McEvoys shear their alpacas in the spring and the fleece is processed at a nearby mill.  Sherry 

showed me some of the luxurious yarn produced from her alpacas.  I thought it was fascinating to feel 

and admire the yarn from an alpaca I had just visited at her barn.  Sherry sells some of her fiber, but 

most is used as a marketing tool for visitors to the farm.  Sherry and Patrick welcome many visitors to 

Alpaca Pastures and host Girl and Boy Scout groups, who learn about alpacas and then are allowed to 

create a craft using the alpaca fleece. 

Sherry may say that her primary focus is in breeding and selling alpacas, but I think she is equally 

devoted to educating the public and potential investors about the alpaca industry.  She conducts alpaca 

seminars throughout the year on her farm and is very enthusiastic with helping others start their own 

alpaca farms.  “International Camelid Quarterly” published Sherry’s “Alpaca Farm and Paddock 

Design” in it’s June 2009 issue.  The McEvoys truly want to see the alpaca industry in the U.S. thrive 

and grow to it’s fullest potential, as they are a valuable investment for them and can be embraced by 

Americans looking for a fulfilling area to invest their time and money.  And you have the added 

enjoyment of cuddling and admiring your beautiful alpacas, which cannot be done with IRAs and 

stocks.  The McEvoy’s love and pride for their alpacas is evident in all aspects pertaining to their 

precious investments and they seem to me to be the ideal people to bring the alpaca farming industry in 

the United States to a higher level, worthy of these magnificent animals. 

This paper is a short summary of all the information I gathered from my visit to Alpaca Pastures of 

Virginia, Inc., research on the internet and reading alpaca publications.  If I were to include everything I 

learned about alpacas, this paper would probably approach the length of a short novel, so I had to pick 

out areas that seemed appropriate in following the guidelines set for the Production Interview. 
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All photographs were taken during my visit to Alpaca Pastures in Beaverdam, Virginia, with permission 

from the McEvoys. 


