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Preface to the First Edition





Certain references in this Preface are to material omitted from later editions




 





Nearly twenty years ago, I retired into a converted hen house with a milking pail, a book of instructions, and an elderly goat of strong character. There was milk, among other things, in the pail when the goat and I emerged at last, with mutual respect planted in both our hearts. The book of instructions was an irrecoverable casualty.


No book is a substitute for practical experience, but books become more important as animals become more productive; the modern farmer and smallholder has to remember so much, so often and so quickly that each class of farm livestock requires to be accompanied by a comprehensive work of reference as a passport to the modern farmyard.


Holmes Pegler’s The Book of the Goat was published first in 1875, and is at present in its ninth edition (now out of print); Modern Milk Goats, by Irmagarde Richards, was published during the first quarter of the present century in the USA. In the meantime there have been published on both sides of the Atlantic several excellent practical handbooks on goatkeeping, goat farming and goat fancying, but no work with so wide a scope as The Book of the Goat. The omission is one of several handicaps to an expansion of commercial goatkeeping and always struck me as surprising until I found myself involved in the attempt to fill it.


The fact is that the study of the goat has commanded rather less scientific attention than the study of mice and guinea-pigs. The practical of goatkeeping in Britain, though successful in establishing world milk-production records and a vigorous export trade, is so highly variable, individual and empirical that it is almost indescribable. In search of information from scientific and technical institutions, the writer on goats is liable to be treated with the respect accorded to all things pertaining to the goat in Britain. While the majority of the leading exponents of goatkeeping practice in this country are eager to help, few have the time or temperament to measure and record their own practice with useful accuracy.


At several stages in the writing of this book I should have quailed before the obstacles so presented, but for the encouragement of Lawrence D. Hills and his fertile suggestions.


To Professor S. A. Asdell of Cornell University, USA, and to Professor C. W. Turner of Columbia University, USA, I am particularly grateful, not only for guiding me to the scientific work which laid the basis of the study of goat nutrition, but for their kindness to a stranger.


Many of my readers may agree with me in regarding the section dealing with problems of mineral imbalance in the goat as of greater practical use to the breeder than any other in this book; they will wish to join me in thanking Dr E. C. Owen of the Hannah Dairy Research Institute, and Brynmore Thomas of the Durham University School of Agriculture, who have provided me with much of the material on which this section is founded.


In my chapter on ‘Goats’ Milk in Human Nutrition’, as a stockman and farmer, I found myself on rather unfamiliar ground; I am particularly grateful to Dr J. B. Tracey for reading my chapter and enabling me to enrich it with the fruits of his unique joint experience of goats and medical practice. For guidance in the special literature on this subject, I am indebted to Dr Mavis Gunther, MA, MD, of University College Hospital, London, whose kindness in reading and criticizing the chapter has greatly strengthened it. I was also assisted here by the advice of Sister E. Morrison, of Nursery World, based on her incomparable experience of the feeding troubles of ‘difficult’ infants, and by the classic work and personal assistance of F. Knowles, Honorary Analyst to the British Goat Society.


I would also express my thanks to many busy men of science who found time to give me help on technical points: to Stephen Williams, MSc, farms’ manager to Boots Pure Drug Company, for sources of information on the food capacity of the cow; to the Veterinary Advisory Department of Boots Pure Drug Company for information on the relationship between parasitic worm infestations and Vitamin B deficiencies; to James A. Paterson of the Scottish Milk Records Association; to Dr Fraser Darling; to C. A. Cameron, managing director of Alginate Industries (Scotland); to G. Kenneth Whitehead, Withnell Fold; to the Mond Nickel Company for information on cobalt, and to the Iodine Educational Bureau for a good deal of material on breeding troubles.


The short survey of industrial waste products suitable for goat feeding obliged me to trespass on the kindness of the technical executives of a number of firms; I thank Dr V. L. S. Charley of H. W. Carter & Company for a particularly happy correspondence on the use of blackcurrant pomace, and for generous assistance in investigating the matter; R. B. Norman of H. J. Heinz Company, W. E. Rhodes of Chivers & Sons, R. S. Potter of William Evans & Company, and R. E. Harris of Calindus Food Products for their helpful information.


I have particularly enjoyed the correspondence with friends of the goat in other countries, and hope that the list of names and addresses in Appendix I [now App. 2] will not only aid the circulation of knowledge on goatkeeping but enable travelling goatkeepers to make contacts over a considerable proportion of the world. In compiling this list and for information on world goatkeeping I am indebted to Tanio Saito of Uwajima, Japan, S. de Jogn Szn., Secretary of the Goat Society of the Netherlands, Sigurd Andersen, Editor of the Journal of the Danish Goat Society, Mr Robert W. Soens, Secretary of the American Milk Goat Record Association, Monsieur C. Thibault, Director of the Station for Research in Animal Physiology, Jouy-en-Josas, France, Mrs du Preez of Cape Province, South Africa and Dr Finci of the Department of Agriculture of Israel.


Of goatkeepers in this country I must first express my gratitude to Miss M. F. Rigg, the ever-helpful Secretary of the British Goat Society, whose assistance has been spread over the several years during which this book was being prepared, and has been indispensable. I acknowledge with gratitude the permission of the Committee of the British Goat Society to make use of photographs and many extracts from articles first published in the British Goat Society year books and monthly journals. I thank the many contributors to these richest sources of goat knowledge.


Of individual goat breeders I owe a special debt to Mrs J. Oldacre, Hanchurch Yews, for the photographs of yarded goats, the plans of a model goat-yarding system and goat garden prepared by her architect husband, and for some of the most carefully recorded information on practical goatkeeping that it has been my pleasure to use; J. R. Egerton for many beautiful photographs and for information on RM5 Malpas Melba; to Lady Redesdale for her cheese recipe; to Mrs Jean Laing, Moorhead, Newton Stewart, for photographs, for information on her feeding methods and for providing a shining example of economic methods of management; to Miss Mostyn Owen, Mrs Margaret Train and Mrs J. D. Laird for photographs; and to Miss Jill Salmon, Cothlan Barn, for some fine photographs and for that rare and precious material – accurately recorded information on feeding for high yields.


I am grateful to the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries and the Department of Agriculture for Scotland for the trouble they have taken to prepare the statistics of goat population in Appendix 2 [now deleted], and acknowledge with thanks the permission of the Director of Publications at Her Majesty’s Stationery Office for permission to use material from ‘Rations for Farm Livestock, Bulletin 48’, and a design from ‘Farm Gates’ (Fixed Equipment on the Farm, Leaflet 8), as the basis of the goat-proof latch, illustrated in Fig. 10.


The photograph of the Wolseley Electric Fence, and the drawings of the Gascoigne Goat-Milking Machine, are kindly contributed by the firms concerned.


The reproduction of Bewick’s Goat is by permission of the Victoria and Albert Museum.


The remaining drawings are by Kenneth Hatts of Bournemouth Art College. I feel more grateful to him each time I look at them.


The main brunt of book writing is borne by the author’s household; I think particularly of my small son who, on the day after the manuscript was posted to the publishers, systematically destroyed the remaining stocks of stationery in the house to prevent me writing another.












	Glen Mhor,  Kishorn,  Wester  Ross  8 April 1956

	DAVID MACKENZIE






























Preface to the Second Edition





Certain references in this Preface are to material omitted from later editions




 





To the many goat breeders from many countries, who have sent me news, comments, problems and criticisms, are due my thanks and the credit for most of the improvements to be found in the new edition.


I am particularly grateful to Miss M. F. Rigg, Secretary of the British Goat Society, for helping me in various ways, and for assistance in investigating the circumstances and the extent of the serious decline in the productivity of goats in Britain.


To have had the help of Dr M. H. French, Chief of the Animal Production Branch of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, is a privilege which has enabled me to give an up-to-date evaluation of the importance of goats in the agriculture of developing countries, and to shatter the image of the Destructive Mediterranean Goat, which lies at the heart of so much anti-goat prejudice.


The therapeutic use of goats’ milk, especially in cases of allergy to cows’ milk, accounts for an increasing proportion of goats’-milk production in Britain and the USA. During the past ten years there has been a volcanic eruption of scientific evidence about the extent and gravity of cows’-milk allergy. This alarming material is very relevant to the future of commercial goat breeding and dairying, and I have tried to present it in a form usable by a goat farmer and by respectable medical men. Dr L. Sutherland, MB, ChB, DPH, DTM & H, has done her best to guide my pen in the way of objective truth in this matter. I do not wish to saddle her with any responsibility for statements made in this book, but with my gratitude.


By calling my attention to the newly discovered method of deodorizing male goats and eliminating the occasional ‘goaty’ flavour from goats’ milk, Miss Jill Salmon has increased the load of gratitude I already owe her, and provided the answer to many a goatkeeper’s prayer.


I confess that I lack the patience and devotion to listen for years on end to all the troubles, big or little, of every goatkeeper who cares to write or phone, and to search out a helpful and sympathetic answer to each one. The extent of my practical knowledge suffers as a result, but this book suffers relatively little, because I have been able to call on the prodigious volume of such practical knowledge that Mrs Jean Laing has accumulated. Like many goatkeepers in Scotland, I am thankful for it.


Finally a word of thanks to readers who are going to write to tell me what I have done wrong this time, and to ask me questions to which I do not know the answer. They keep the book alive.












	
Bridge of Urr, Kirkcudbrightshire 30 November 1965

	DAVID MACKENZIE






























Preface to the Fourth Edition





When I agreed, with some reluctance, to attempt the task of updating David Mackenzie’s classic text on goatkeeping, which has become known to goatkeepers throughout the world as their ‘bible’, I had little idea what I was letting myself in for. Without a generous response from those who so kindly made time to help me, the task would have been impossible.


Where additions and amendments have been necessary, I have followed as nearly as possible the beliefs of the author. This has meant that I have in some cases seemed to put words into the author’s mouth, as it were, but this has proved to be the most satisfactory way of maintaining the flow of the text without editorial insertions. Where I have omitted material included in previous editions this has, in the main, been on account of recent research and developments, and in order to present goatkeeping in the light of today’s conditions.


While appreciating the enormous contribution of the dedicated master breeders, whose skill has given us the high quality, sound conformation and long lactation of the dairy goat in Britain, and on whom we so much depend for our stud goats, David Mackenzie was primarily concerned with the goat as an economic household provider. He was also much concerned with the importance of goats’ milk to those suffering from certain allergic conditions. His chapter on the nutritive and curative properties of goats’ milk was thoroughly revised by him for the second edition, shortly before his death, and as it seems certain that he would have wished to revise it further for publication today, this chapter has been omitted. I have, therefore, at the publisher’s request, added a short Appendix on ‘Allergies and Goats’ Milk’. I have added too an Appendix containing a few ‘Notes for Novices’ [now deleted] where advice on some of the problems commonly encountered is gathered together for easy reference.


My thanks are due to the British Goat Society for allowing reproduction of material from their year books and journals, and to Bob Martin, the BGS Shows Secretary, for his Appendix giving details of the revised regulations for Milking Competitions [now deleted]; to those who supplied new photographs; to Philippa Awdry, Pamela Grisedale, Bryce Reynard and Robert Haslam, for accounts of their goat-farming systems; to Mrs Leueen Hill of Redruth for her recipes for smallholder cheese and lactic acid curds; to Malcolm Castle and Paul Watkins for the information in Appendix 4 [now deleted]; to Peter Wray, MRCVS, for his advice on disease and accidents; to Patricia Sawyer for taking the trouble to write out all those tricky names and addresses in various countries, and for her notes on export; and finally to Ann Rusby, who struggled so valiantly on her typewriter at home, and to Barbara Ellis for her painstaking editorial help, both of whom managed somehow to decipher my handwriting.












	January 1980

	JEAN LAING






























Preface to the Fifth Edition





Since Goat Husbandry was revised in 1980, the goatkeeping scene in the UK has changed almost beyond recognition. New breeds and an increase in understanding of goat management are welcomed, but not the new diseases imported from overseas. I wonder what David Mackenzie would have made of the legislative strait-jacket, being pulled ever tighter around today’s Euro-goatkeeper? To set out an account of all the new regulations in his book seems almost to defile the pages, and yet, since Britain signed the Treaty of Rome and Europe became gripped by legislation mania, these matters have to be studied and complied with. No doubt in time, like all changes, the rules will be accepted without question.


The acceptance of goat farming into mainstream agriculture has enabled me to rewrite Chapter 3, ‘The Prospects for Goat Farming’, while research results from around the world have made it necessary to replace the two chapters on feeding (6 and 7). Increased scientific and veterinary knowledge have been reflected in alterations to the chapters on breeding and disease, (8, 9 and 10), and much of the new legislation is described in the chapters on milking practice and the export trade (11 and 17).


Cashmere, Cashgora and Angora goats are dealt with principally in the chapter on leather and fleece (14), while harness goats form the subject of a new chapter (18).


The lists of overseas addresses, suppliers of requisites and the bibliography have required extensive updating. The entire text has been subject to alterations here and there, I hope without losing the character of this unique and classic work.












	Albury, Surrey June 1992

	
RUTH GOODWIN       



































Introduction


(1956, revised 1965)
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When man began his farming operations in the dawn of history, the goat was the kingpin of the pastoral life, making possible the conquest of desert and mountain and the occupation of the fertile land that lay beyond. The first of man’s domestic animals to colonize the wilderness, the goat is the last to abandon the deserts that man leaves behind him. For ever the friend of the pioneer and the last survivor, the goat was never well loved by arable farmers on fertile land. When agriculture produces crops that man, cow and sheep can consume with more profit, the goat retreats to the mountain tops and the wilderness, rejected and despised – hated too, as the emblem of anarchy.


During the last hundred years much has been done to improve the productivity of goats in Northern Europe, North America and Australia, where the modern dairy goat can convert the best of pastures and fodder crops into milk as efficiently as the modern dairy cow. Like most small production units, the goat is expensive with labour, but in its use of raw materials it rivals the cow, even when the raw materials are those best suited to the cows’ requirements.


In developing countries, where there is normally an embarrassing surplus of suitable labour, the high labour requirement of goat dairying is a social virtue. If the land be arid or mountainous, the goat may prove to be the only economic source of milk. The authors of national development plans and international aid projects are not so starry-eyed today as they were ten years ago; the cow dairy farm in the desert and the steel mill in the jungle are giving way to reality and goat improvement schemes.


In the advanced countries, medical research has been discreetly lifting the lid off the consequences of our peculiar practice of snatching the newborn infant from its mother’s breast and fostering it on the first available cow. The consequences may be grim, or may persist throughout life, unless goats’ milk comes to the rescue. In Britain and the USA there is a growing demand for goats’ milk for therapeutic use, which cannot afford to be deterred by the higher labour costs of goats’-milk production.


Unfortunately, this new resurgence of interest in goat dairying may, in the present state of goat breeding, wreak havoc. The last great resurgence of goatkeeping met the wartime challenge of food shortage, and culminated, in 1949, in the legal black market in dairy produce. From that date we mark a steady decline in the quality of the yields of pedigree goats in Britain, a decline which still continues. The new goatkeepers of 1949 were taught to feed their goats as miniature cows, and proceeded to breed them selectively for their response to this feeding. With honourable exceptions, the goat breeders of 1965 maintained this destructive tradition. An expansion of goat breeding within this tradition can only result in establishing a strain of goats which do, in fact, perform like miniature cows. A good cow, miniaturized to goat size, could produce no more than 6 pints a day on the best feeding. A good goat can produce twice as much.


The relationship between size and efficiency in all productive farm animals is so well established in both theory and practice that, when confronted with the performance of the modern dairy goat, the nutritional scientist and the farmer tend to regard it as a somewhat indecent Act of God, unrelated to His regular arrangements. For the rule is adamant: provided the feeding is sufficient, the big animal must outyield the little one; the big one has a smaller surface area in proportion to its bulk and potential food capacity, and so uses less of its food to keep itself warm and more to make meat or milk. Friesians replace Ayrshires as pastures are improved; low-ground sheep are bigger than mountain breeds; every beast, ideally, is as big as its pasture permits. But fifteen 1-cwt [50·8 kg] goats will make rather more milk out of the ration of a 15-cwt [762 kg] Friesian cow than the cow can. Yet the rule is unbroken; for it applies only between animals of the same species: a kind Providence has decreed that goats are very far from being miniature cows.


A goat, however ‘modern’ and ‘dairy-bred’, is a goat, a member of the species familiarized in nursery picture books and biblical illustrations, target of laughter and abuse for countless centuries, Crusoe’s salvation and mankind’s first foster mother, the Common Goat.


The processes of history have greatly reduced the goat in Britain; agricultural textbooks have exiled the hardy ruffians for half a century; scientists have used the modern dairy goat as an expendable model cow, but done little to investigate the basic attributes of the goat as such. The purpose of this book is to drag this half-mythical creature out into the light of present-day animal husbandry, that we may know it, use it and care for it more effectively.


We must begin by evicting from our minds the false analogies between goat and cow and between goat and sheep. We can hardly do better than refer back to Thomas Bewick’s History of Quadrupeds, published at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the Common Goat was still common in Britain.




This lively, playful and capricious creature occupies the next place in the great scale of nature; and though inferior to the sheep in value, in various instances bears a strong affinity to that useful animal.


The Goat is much more hardy than the sheep, and is in every respect more fitted to a life of liberty. It is not easily confined to a flock, but chooses its own pasture, straying wherever its appetite or inclination leads. It chiefly delights in wild and mountainous regions, climbing the loftiest rocks and standing secure on the verge of inaccessible and dangerous precipices; although, as Ray observes, one would hardly expect that their feet were adapted to such perilous achievements; yet, upon nearer inspection we find that Nature has provided them with hoofs well calculated for the purpose of climbing; they are hollow underneath, with sharp edges like the inside of a spoon, which prevent them from sliding off the rocky eminences they frequent.


The Goat is an animal easily sustained, and is therefore chiefly the property of those who inhabit wild and uncultivated regions, where it finds an ample supply of food from the spontaneous production of nature, in situations inaccessible to other quadrupeds. It delights in the healthy mountain or the shrubby rock, rather than the fields cultivated by human industry. Its favourite food is the tops of the boughs or the tender bark of young trees. It bears a warm climate better than the sheep, and frequently sleeps exposed to the hottest rays of the sun.


The milk of the Goats is sweet, nourishing and medicinal, and is found highly beneficial in consumptive cases; it is not so apt to curdle on the stomach as that of the Cow. From the shrubs and heath on which it feeds, the milk of the Goat acquires a flavour and wildness of taste very different from that of the Sheep or Cow, and is highly pleasing to such as have accustomed themselves to its use; it is made into whey for those whose digestion is too weak to bear it in its primitive state. Several places in the North of England and in the mountainous parts of Scotland are much resorted to for the purpose of drinking the milk of the Goat; and its effects have been often salutary in vitiated and debilitated habits.


In many parts of Ireland and in the Highlands of Scotland, their Goats make the chief possessions of the inhabitants; and in most of the mountainous parts of Europe supply the natives with many of the necessaries of life: they lie upon beds made of their skins, which are soft, clean and wholesome; they live upon their milk and oat bread; they convert part of it into butter and some into cheese. The flesh of the Kid is considered as a great delicacy; and when properly prepared is esteemed by some as little inferior to venison.


The Goat produces generally two young at a time, sometimes three, rarely four; in warmer climates it is more prolific and produces four or five at once. The male is capable of propagating at one year old and the female at seven months; but the fruits of a generation so premature are generally weak and defective; their best time is at the age of two years or eighteen months at least.


The Goat is a short-lived animal, full of ardour, but soon enervated. His appetite for the female is excessive, so that one buck is sufficient for one hundred and fifty females.





Thomas Bewick’s account of the goat suffers little from the passage of nearly two hundred years. The wildness of taste which he attributes to goats’ milk can be tamed by dairy hygiene, mineral supplement and surgical operation, but many newcomers to goats’ milk can still catch his meaning. The resident population of the ‘wild and uncultivated regions’ has been eroded by hunger and administration, but the ‘healthy mountain and shrubby rock’ are still good dairy pastures for a goat. Bewick’s few paragraphs contain clues to the peculiarities of goat digestion, housing requirements, and control, and to the phenomenal productivity of the modern dairy goat.


In following up these clues in subsequent chapters, the assumption is that goat farming can and will develop into a considerable branch of agriculture. As such, goat farms must be mainly in the hands of established farmers with a general knowledge of crop and stock, and utter ignorance of goats. Such knowledge and ignorance is assumed; but a chapter on cropping for goats is included to help the domestic and small-scale goatkeeper in whose hands the goat tends to be most profitable. 



















CHAPTER ONE


The Place of the Goat in World Agriculture





Cow, sheep and goat, all provide man with meat and milk. At times we are inclined to think and act as though they were rivals for that dubious honour. In fact they are prehistoric grazing companions, who need each other’s help to make the most of available pastures.


The natural covering of the earth ranges down from the unbroken canopy of high forest to the small, ephemeral herbage of the desert, hot or cold. the permanent natural grasslands lie next to the desert fringe: steppe, prairie, pampas, mountain top and sand dune grow only grass because the soil is too thin, dry, cold, to grow anything bigger. Their vast extent supports large herds, but the typical stocking capacity of such pastures is only a cow and calf to thirty acres; under these conditions sheep, cow and goat are as competitive as they are complementary and the productivity of the land is inevitably low.


The best natural pastures are temporary, being stolen from woodland by fire, drought, flood and storm. There is good natural grazing too on savannah-type land, where soil and climate maintain a precarious balance between ‘bush’ and grasses. Many pastures are man-made; the best of them, in New Zealand, Holland, the English Midlands, being derived from marsh or woodland. Temporary grazings, whether natural or man-made, can be maintained only by the co-ordinated efforts of grazing stock and by man.


The reversion of such temporary pastures to scrub, woodland and forest is pioneered by coarse grasses and unappetizing weeds, rushes, thistles, brackens, nettles, etc; these are followed by still more repellent small shrubs, bramble, briar, gorse and thorn. Within the bridgehead so established, the windblown seed of light-leaved trees can germinate and grow, to provide a refuge for beasts and birds that carry the seed of the forest giants, in whose shade all rivals perish.


The first line of pasture defence is the sheep, whose split lip enables it to bite herbage down to soil level. The sheep catches the toughest of invaders in their seedling stage, while they are still tender and nutritious. Its daily capacity for food intake is smaller in relation to its size than of its companions, so its grazing habits are more selective; the sheep generally avoids coarser vegetation, but exercises some control of established shrubs by nipping out the soft growing-points.


The cow crops the pasture evenly and systematically, leaving behind it a sward which the sheep can clean to the bone. In relation to its size the cow’s food capacity is only slightly greater than the sheep’s but, having the economic advantages of a larger unit, it can afford to accommodate coarser fodder. However, the sweep of its tongue must embrace 1½cwt (76·2kg) of grass each day, and the cow has neither time nor patience for anything that frustrates the steady rhythm of its grazing, be it short herbage, prickly weeds or wood shrubs. When the invading seeds get past the seedling stage the main defence against reversion is the goat, assisted in recent centuries by man.


The goat faces its task with a hero’s equipment. It has the toughest mouth of all the ruminants and can consume with profit and pleasure such well-protected vegetable treasures as the bramble, briar, thistle and nettle. In proportion to its size the goat can eat more fodder each day than either the sheep or cow. Because it is a browsing animal, rather than a grazing one, and has a great ability to select the most digestible and nourishing portions of the plants it finds before it, coupled with a willingness to eat many plant types avoided by sheep and cows, its food intake is digested in the rumen more rapidly than that of its grass-eating companions; consequently it can manage a greater intake, and can provide itself with a better supply of nutrients, in certain environments, than sheep or cattle. This will be discussed more fully in Chapter 6, where it will be seen that, in fact, the rumen of the browsing goat is narrower than that of the grazing sheep or cow, in relation to body size.


Even in a temperate climate such as that of France, and on cultivated pastures, the goat has been shown to use 15 per cent more varieties of available pasture plants than either sheep or cattle. Vegetation which is exposed to great heat, drought or frost must protect itself from freezing or evaporation with a tough fibrous skin or texture. If sheep or cattle are to graze such pasture at all, they will benefit from the presence of goats to control its more fibrous elements. When conditions become extreme, the goat is left in sole possession.


The wild ancestors of the domesticated goat are Capra aegagrus of Persia and Asia Minor, Capra falconeri of the Himalayas, and Capra prisca of the Mediterranean basin. The common goat of most of Europe and Asia is derived from Capra aegagrus; the Kashmir and Cheghu goats from Capra falconeri; the Angora goat from a cross aegagrus and falconeri. The remains of the domesticated offspring of Capra aegagrus have been found in Early Stone Age deposits in Switzerland, and it is to be presumed that this is the only type to have reached northern Europe until modern times. But investigations in Egypt by Professor de Pia have shown a prehistoric dwarf goat replaced by domesticated derivations of the twisted-horned Capra prisca before the advent of modern derivatives of Capra aegagrus. It is probable that Capra prisca provides some of the ancestry of most modern goat stocks in the Mediterranean basin, and that this accounts for some of their distinctive characteristics.





[image: ]

Fig. 1 The beginning of farming in the Middle East c. 10,000 BC.








Apart from fleece production, the goat is valued mainly for its meat and milk. As a milk producer the goat is inevitably more efficient where the available fodder is of such low quality that a cow can barely live. On the desert fringes of the Middle East the cow doesn’t get a look in; milk supply is in the care of the Mamber goat and its relatives. The Mamber is a large goat, weighing up to 120lb (54·4kg) with long black hair which is used mixed with wool for carpet making; she yields up to 5 pints (2·8 litres) a day when well fed.


The cow dairy business does not start until the quality of fodder is such that the cow can give 2 gallons (9·1 litres) of milk a day at the peak – that is, feed her calf and provide a gallon (4·5 litres) a day for sale. On a lower level of feeding than this, a goat can feed a kid and provide about 3 pints (1·7 litres) of milk at the peak to her owner (i.e. where the forage provides an energy level of about 11MJ ME/kg of dry matter). The advantage of the goat is further extended by her fecundity: two kids are normal in temperate climates; triplets and quads are common with well-fed goats in warm climates; one or more of these provides a valuable carcass at a fortnight old. But it is significant that in the countries where they are most extensively bred, the average yield of goats is just at this marginal line of about 3 pints at the peak, while suckling kids under control. Such is the figure given for the two main breeds of Indian goats, the Jumna Pari and the Beetal, though individuals of both breeds have proved capable of yields of 6 (3·3 litres) and 7 pints (3·9 litres) a day and over 100 gallons (454 litres) a year. Where lower yields are prevalent, as with the dappled Bar Bari goat of Delhi and the little black goat of Bengal and Assam, the breeds are dual-purpose, with a smaller, meatier body and higher fecundity.


Where yields rise above the 3-pint level, indicating a standard of living that would support a dairy cow, as they do with the Zariby goat of Egypt in some districts and with Granada and Murcian goats of Spain, the cow may be kept out of business by the difficulty in distributing its milk on bad roads in a hot climate. The goat delivers on the hoof, in household quantities; the cow is essentially a wholesaler.


The goats of Malta are to a great extent protected from the competition of dairy cattle. Their yields average 3 pints; but the 3 pints is produced by a 70lb (31·7kg) body, and the occasional full-sized goat has proved capable of yields of over 300 gallons (1,364 litres) a year.


It is when we come to the mountains where the pasture would do justice to a pedigree Ayrshire, but is at an angle at which no cow can graze, that we find substantial numbers of high-yielding milk goats. The Swiss Saanens, Toggenburgs and Chamoisées, also their counterparts on the eastern side of the Alps and the ‘Telemark’ goats of Norway, are all capable of yields of up to a gallon a day with a lactation of 8 to 10 months.


From these mountain breeds derive the substantial number of scattered herds of high-yielding goats which are found about the industrial cities of northern Europe and in isolated rural communities in fertile agricultural districts. These herds owe their existence to the fact that, given the inherited capacity of milk production, the goat is a slightly more efficient converter of pasture into milk than the cow.


Preposterous at first sight, this claim has a clear enough theoretical basis, and has been exactly demonstrated in practice by the experimental work sponsored by the Department of Agriculture of the USA.


From the point of view of comparative costing, the maintenance ration of the cow or the goat is the amount of food each requires to keep her going, while converting a given quantity of digestible nutrients into milk. Each 100lb (45·4kg) of goat requires 1½ times as much maintenance ration per day as each 100lb of cow. But each 100lb of goat eats twice, or three times, as much digestible nutrients a day as each 100lb of cow. Consequently each 100lb of goat has more digestible nutrients available for conversion into milk each day than each 100lb of cow. For every 10-stone (63·5kg) bag of dairy cake fed to it, the average goat produces 2 gallons (9·1 litres) more milk than the average cow.


But the goats’ milk cannot easily be produced in commercial quantities to compete in cost with that produced by cows on good land. A well-managed herd of goats will produce a yield of 200 gallons (909 litres) per head; management and cropping for thirty of them is as laborious as the work of a dairy farm with twenty cows, yielding 600 gallons (2,727 litres) a head. So the labour cost per gallon of goats’ milk is roughly twice the labour cost per gallon of cows’ milk. If the goats are sustained largely on natural waste vegetation, instead of crops, labour costs fall, feeding costs fall, and competition is possible. The man who doesn’t charge himself anything for his own labour can usually produce goats’ milk considerably more cheaply than anyone can sell or produce cows’ milk. Moreover, while few Durham miners could buy or graze a cow, in the days when they were grossly underpaid, many of them were keen goatkeepers. The same principle holds good the world over; goats exist to cut the cost of living for many millions of hard-pressed families in cow-dairying country.


In France, in Norway and in the UK, special value is attached to goats’-milk cheese and in the United States as in this country, a specialized market for goats’ milk has been developed based upon its higher digestibility and its value to sufferers from allergy to cows’ milk.


Accurate figures for the world goat population do not exist but those produced by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) for the world and by Eurostat for Europe seem to be the best available. Although fluctuations occur in individual countries, the overall picture is one of increase. Between 1979 and 1991, world goat numbers rose from 460 million to 530 million, an increase of 15 per cent, greater than the rise in cows and sheep. Africa and Asia have 89 per cent of this total. Developing countries keep goats mainly for meat, the developed countries mainly for milk production, but there is a world trend to produce more goats’ milk and less goat-meat. Greece has by far the most goats of all European countries, at over 5 million.


Apart from such dramatic movements in goat population, there is a steady response to world-wide and local fluctuations in the relative value of labour and food. Improved agricultural methods lower the price of food, and by increasing the value of land increase the labour involved in controlling goats; at the same time higher levels of land fertility can support the rivals of the goat in commercial dairying. While the goat is common in the Early Stone Age deposits of the Swiss lake settlements, it becomes rarer in the later ones; throughout history large-scale goatkeeping retreats before the advance of agriculture. On the other hand, scarcity of food forces interior land into production and demands the utmost use of available fodder; so we find a sharp rise in the goats’ representation among farm stock in all countries during war and economic difficulty.


Broadly speaking, therefore, the goat’s place in the world dairy business is primarily on land that is too poor, too hot or too steep to support dairy cattle; where such areas are extensive, a daily peak yield of 3 to 4 pints (1·7 to 2·3 litres) per goat provides a basis for commercial production, and in most cases is the maximum that the pasture will sustain. On better pastures, goats of good milking strain are capable of converting fodder to milk quite as efficiently as the best strains of dairy cattle; but as the labour cost per gallon of goats’ milk is twice that for cows’, this is a solid barrier to commercial goats’-milk production, which can be overcome only when goats’ milk commands a higher price than cows’ on the strength of its special merits or because of overall milk shortage, or where otherwise valueless and uncultivated land supplies the goats’ feeding. Where labour is costless, as it often is when the goat is used for domestic supply, goats’ milk is far cheaper than cows’.


In considering the goat as a meat producer, we must differentiate between kid-meat and goat-meat. Kid-meat is a by-product of the dairy goat, which is probably appreciated and utilized in every country in which goats are kept including Great Britain. Intrinsically it is in every way as valuable as veal, and is rather more versatile in the hands of a good chef. Goat-meat, when reasonably well produced, is in no way inferior to the general run of old ewe mutton, which was parsimoniously inflicted on the British dinner plate for fifteen years of war and ‘austerity’: but it cannot rise to the heights of prime beef or lamb and when it is produced in quantity it is produced for its own sake.


As beef cattle can rear a calf and acquire some degree of fatness on pastures too hot or poor to sustain dairy cattle, it follows that the breeding of goats for meat production is less extensive than the range of the dairy goat. In many areas where goats are the source of milk supply, beef and mutton dominate the menu. There remain regions of desert, dense jungle and high mountain pasturage where goats are both meat and milk to the inhabitants. Such is the case in Arabia, Syria, Iraq, in parts of Equatorial Africa and in the Himalayas. There are wider and more fertile regions where the value of cattle as draught beasts is such that it denies their use for meat. Throughout most of India the cow is sacred. Religion has endorsed the need to safeguard the producer of agricultural power units from the hunger of a chronically famine-stricken population. Goat takes the place of beef on the Indian menu; it is a happy arrangement: the firm, rather dry flesh of the goat takes well to currying, and is none the worse for its dryness in a land rich in relatively cheap vegetable oils. The wool of the sheep constitutes its main value in hot countries where its meat never reaches perfection; under tropical and sub-tropical conditions the goat is more palatable as well as more prolific.


In the cooler, developed countries, the fact that the goat carries its fat deposits within the body cavity rather than beneath the skin and among the fibres of the meat itself, as in sheep, has given the leanness of kid and goat meat a big boost in today’s ‘healthy eating’ campaign. Those farming fleece-bearing breeds of goat, Cashmere, Cashgora and Angora, need to sell meat animals even more than dairy-goat farmers; this has led to the launch of the trade mark ‘Capra’ for Angora goat-meat of a certain quality produced in the UK. In Scotland, a marketing co-operative for goat-meat, usually known as chevon, is doing much to promote and market this fine product; it is the fruit of the labours of the Scottish Cashmere Producers’ Association. Rearing costs, however, make it necessary to obtain ‘gourmet’ prices, akin to those for venison. As travel makes the world daily into an ever smaller place and mixes populations, the demand for kid and goat-meat in cooler countries grows, though it is unlikely ever to exceed a minority demand in temperate areas.


The skin, wool and hair of the goat strengthen its economic basis in many areas throughout the world. Skins are exported from India and Pakistan and African countries, notably Morocco, Somalia, Uganda and Nigeria. World skin production is around 345,000 tonnes. The most valuable are those strong but lightweight enough to produce glacé kid leather, and there are research programmes aimed at breeding goats with suitable quality skins for this product. Coarser skins are needed for strong footwear. Angora skins dressed with the hair on are used for rugs. The finest leathers, suedes, etc., are used for clothing and gloves.


The fine undercoat of the Cashmere (Kashmir) goat, which is ‘farmed’ by nomadic tribesmen above the 15,000-foot contour of the eastern Himalayas, has a superlative quality. The annual cashmere crop is 8–16oz (225–450g) per goat and is combed out with scrupulous care, the process taking eight to ten days. The majority of the world’s production of cashmere is processed into the most luxurious, expensive cloth and knitwear in Scotland. The Cheghu goat of similar type of habitat in the western Himalayas is also used as a pack beast. In both cases the long outer coat is shorn and used for making tent-cloth, and mixed with other fibres for carpet-making.


Throughout the Middle East, Eastern Europe and India the hair of long-haired goats is used for weaving coarse cloths, making rugs and carpets and for packing mattresses. But the hair of the Angora goat, which originates from Turkey, is of a special quality, being a fine, lustrous silky fleece with an 8in (20cm) staple, which covers the animal to below its hocks, and weighs rather more than an average Blackface sheep fleece. This material, the mohair of commerce, has properties that combine high lustre, good receptivity to dyes and great durability. Plush and braid are less fashionable than they used to be and nylon has similar qualities, but mohair still meets a ready demand, providing the basis for furnishing velvets, for many of the better-quality fur fabrics, and for high fashion garments for both men and women, besides making a big contribution to the carpet and rug industry. Mohair is the raison d’être of several million goats in South Africa, in the dry states of North America and in Turkey. The Angora goat thrives best in a fairly warm climate with a rainfall of under 20in (51cm) per annum. The Australasian countries and most recently European member states, including the UK, are working to establish mohair, cashmere and cashgora industries, the anticipated climatic problems not having materialized.


From time to time, changes in economic conditions or agricultural techniques deprive the goat of its usefulness in an area where it has long played an important role. Swiftly and without fuss or publicity, the goat flocks dwindle and disappear. This has happened in Switzerland, where Alpine goat dairying can neither offer its labour force a wage, or way of life, to compete with the attractions of industrial employment, nor economize in labour by mechanizing its processes. So the goat flocks of the seven Swiss breeds are dwindling away at an accelerating rate. Actually, this reduction has now stopped, and a stabilization can be expected. Two reasons explain this: first, there is a good demand and a high price is given for goat cheese and kid-meat; second, the goat is recognized as having an important role in the care of the landscape in the Alpine region.


On the other hand, when we encounter an organized propaganda campaign against goats, prominent officials demanding the extermination of goats, and laws against goatkeeping, we can be sure that goats are indeed an economic proposition for their owners in the country concerned; and that their owners lack political power. In the countries of the East Mediterranean and Middle East such a situation was common in the day of colonial rule, and persists today wherever government is in the hands of aliens or more prosperous classes. Throughout this area at the crossroads of the continents the land has been subjected to man’s ill-treatment more intensively and persistently than anywhere else on earth. For thousands of years every patch of watered soil has been cropped and cropped again, without any manurial treatment, until finally abandoned, exhausted, unseeded and naked to the elements. Starting from the lowland plains, man has continued the process up the mountain side; but on the slope the naked soil of abandoned fields is quickly washed away in erosive torrents that gouge great scars in the plains below. The primitive techniques of shifting cultivation still persist. A 1961 Lebanon survey showed half an acre (0·2ha) of abandoned farmland for every acre in cultivation; in Greece, Turkey or Syria much the same was true; 1¼ acres (0·5ha) of felled forest for each acre (0·4ha) under timber, said the Lebanon survey. Where have all the cedars gone? Down the long road of international commerce that has raped this land without ever fertilizing it.


The pastures that once fed a mixed herd of cows, sheep and goats, were taken for crops, cropped to exhaustion and abandoned naked to the harsh mercy of the climate. The wretched cloak of scrub, spattered about the eroded land today, is all the fodder for the grazing herds. Only goats can scrape a living from it.


In Greece, however, where the goat was said to have been responsible for deforestation in some parts, notably Crete, the goat population fell drastically after the Second World War until, by the early 1970s, it was felt that the numbers were below what was desirable. Accordingly, the Greek government sponsored a programme of expansion which, with the removal of the ceiling price on meat – including that of goats – in the middle of the decade, helped to build up numbers again.


It is nonsense to suppose that trees are the only or the best counter to erosion. On Mediterranean hills the combination of hot sun, low rainfall and thin soil is unfavourable to tree growth; a turf of deep-rooting grasses fortified by a scattering of drought-resistant evergreen shrubs is the best protection against erosion that soil and climate permit, over wide areas, and is quite probably more effective than forest cover, if only because it regenerates so quickly after being burnt. As a British experiment in Tanganyika proved, in grazing containing bush and scrub the goat frees more grass than it eats. Grass on stock pastures carries the larvae of internal parasitic worms. Worm larvae are liable to desiccation, so they keep mainly to the layer of dense vegetation close to the ground; the higher branches of bushes and shrubs are relatively free from larvae; in self-defence, the goat prefers them. Some years ago, in Venezuela, a cattle-ranching lobby prevailed on a cattle-ranching president to decree the extermination of goats over a vast area. The law still stands, but the goat is now back to its former strength and the government is engaged on a goat improvement scheme. In the goat’s absence, the bush invaded the pasture, grass was smothered, cattle stock deteriorated and ranchers’ profits fell.


Let us grant that goats wreak havoc in a young plantation and prevent natural regeneration in a felled forest; men seeking firewood and raw materials for Mediterranean do-it-yourself furniture have the same effect. Neither does much damage to mature timber. If trees must be planted in a place, goats must be excluded, and unauthorized men as well. But in the present context of human starvation and chronic malnutrition, prevalent throughout the East Mediterranean, there is a lot more need for goats than for trees. Goats’ milk, goats’ cheese and goat-meat are the main source of protein for the underfed and protein-starved majority in these countries. International aid, central planning, technical advice and political speeches are no substitute for protein in breaking the prevalent lethargy that balks development there. Though goat owners are almost all poor men, goats are, on the average, 50 to 75 per cent more profitable than cows for meat and milk production under East Mediterranean conditions. Sheep are no substitute; their milk is rich in fat, but vegetable oil is cheap; in milk-protein production they cannot compete with goats; mutton is a luxury. The attempt to replace goats by sheep, cows or trees in this area is merely a rich man’s racket allied to bureaucratic laziness. It is easier for the bureaucrat to blame the goat than to pin the responsibility on the real culprit, to ensure that cropped land is properly manured, and sown out to grass, instead of being abandoned to weeds when its cropping capacity is exhausted.


For many years to come the goat must retain its pre-eminence in this part of the world, and in others with a comparable climate. But the present goat population is excessive. By improving the quality of the stock, fewer goats could make better use of the available grazing. A considerable percentage of the flocks at present are surplus males or aged females, kept not for the productivity, which is nil, but to provide social security insurance against the risks of disease, famine, and marriage in the family. To convert this surplus into dependable currency and sausage would be a kindness to man, land and goat. Better organization of the marketing and distribution of goat products would do away with the unproductive section of the flocks, and improve the health of a protein-starved human community.


Once goats are recognized and treated as playing a vital part in the national development plan, it is possible and necessary to tackle the other objection to their existence in this part of the world – their liability to carry Malta fever and TB. In fact goats, cows and pigs are all liable to infection with their own variety of brucella bacteria; all of them can pass the infection on to man. Man becomes partly immunized to the forms of brucellosis to which he is regularly exposed; but a world of travellers needs protection. Brucellosis can be eradicated from the Mediterranean goat as it is now being eradicated from the British cow. In the meantime, pasteurization of the milk of untested animals is a sure safeguard. The European Community has a legally enforceable scheme in operation to eradicate Brucella melitensis infection from sheep and goats.


The goat’s place in world agriculture is primarily in the ‘developing’ countries, and its future depends on the direction that development takes. This refutation of the standard slanders against the goat is based on the reports and policy discussions of the headquarters of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the main channel of aid and advice to developing countries. For the first time for many centuries the goat has won some friends in high places. Who befriends the poor, befriends the goat. As humanity grows more humane, the goat grows in stature.



















CHAPTER TWO


The Goat in Great Britain





Until the late eighteenth century, goats were a normal source of milk supply for cottagers throughout the country, and featured on every common in England. In the moorland and mountainous districts of the North of England, Scotland and Wales goats occupied a key position in the rural community.


On the hills sheep were kept mainly for their wool, much of which went to clothe their owners; cattle provided the cash income when sold for slaughter in the autumn, and perhaps a summer milk surplus for conversion into butter and cheese; goats bore the main brunt of domestic meat and milk supply. In these districts today you can hardly travel more than a few hundred yards without passing a spot whose local place name testifies to its former popularity with goats: on a modern Ordnance Survey map of the Highlands of Scotland you will find many place names with the ‘gour’ and ‘gobhar’ theme (Ardgour, Arinagour). The herds of goats you see here today are more likely to be for a combined purpose of cashmere production and pasture improvement, for goats and sheep have been found to make excellent complementary grazers, providing the stocking rate is right; the sheep eat the grass and clover, the goats consume the reeds and heather, allowing the grass to flourish.


On the thriving goat population of old there descended the two-edged sword of industrial revolution and improved agriculture. Improved agriculture brought in its wake the enclosure movement; the extensive common grazings, whereon the peasantry of England’s cattle, ponies, sheep and goats overcrowded inferior grazings, were put under the plough and crops. This immense development of Britain’s food-producing capacity took at times the dramatic form of high-powered robbery by the local landlord, accompanied by local disturbances and migration from the land. But in the main it was a long, peaceful process, whereby the peasant exchanged a penurious independence for a wage through which he shared in the increased productivity of his lost commons. In either case it involved a large drop in the goat population. Where the goat survived in the neighbourhood of enclosed land, it was a nuisance to the farmer of the fields it raided; and a nuisance to its owner, who was obliged to control it by constant herding or tethering. As the value of agricultural labour increased with the fertility of the fields, goatkeeping became more expensive; the practice of tethering inevitably increased the goat’s liability to infestation with internal parasites, and reduced its productivity. We may be sure that then, as now, the most enthusiastic goatkeepers were the most awkward individualists in the area, and their goats the casus belli with their farmer neighbours. Where the enclosure movement took on its more dramatic forms, the goats were the spearhead of the underground resistance movement of the cottagers.


The face of agricultural advance was turned against the goat; and the goat chivvied the heels of advancing agriculture with its infuriating impudence and eternal disdain. To the undying credit of its nuisance value, an atavistic hatred of goat still lingers in the mind of England’s farmers. Hated by the masters of the land, it declined steadily in the affections of the land’s servants to the point of near-extinction.


Few tears need be spent on the departure of the goat from the common grazings of English lowlands. For the most part it was replaced by sheep and cattle that could produce milk and meat and wool more economically, and by crops that greatly increased England’s stocking capacity for man and beast. The change was the first necessary step towards industrialization. Certainly neglect of the goat was carried too far; there was scarcely any development of breed type or methods of management for one hundred years of changing agriculture; much land that goats could use was left useless, and many an isolated cottager, whom goats’ milk could have sustained, went milkless. But as the prime role of British agriculture became the feeding of the urban populations, the goat lost its place on England’s better farming land.


The decline of goatkeeping in the mountainous and moorland areas was something of a national disaster. For the widely distributed inhabitants of these regions, the goat remains the most economical form of milk supply; the better use it makes of coarse fodder and its longer lactation have never failed to give it an advantage over contemporary cattle stocks. The reasons that the goats left the hills are therefore of more interest. They are perhaps best seen by a glance at the goats of the Scottish Highlands, where conditions are extreme and the extinction of the goat most dramatic.


Towards the end of the eighteenth century the Scottish Highlands supported approximately ten times the population that they do today; the basic mode of living was a very low standard of subsistence agriculture, with crops of primitive bearded oats and ‘bere’ barley and a stock of cattle, ponies, goats and a few sheep. Cattle were bred primarily for beef and provided the only substantial cash crop and export of the area. The sheep were the old tan-faced breed, of little value as mutton makers, but producing wool of the modern Shetland type for domestic consumption. The cattle provided a little surplus milk during the summer, and barren cows and bullocks were also occasionally bled at this season. Otherwise domestic needs of meat and milk were met by the goats. From May to September the whole stock was driven away from the arable land about the croft houses, and herded from summer sheilings on the high hills by the young folk of the community. The cheese and butter made at the sheilings was the mainstay of the people’s winter rations.


Improved agricultural methods began to filter into the Highland area from about 1750, and their most successful application took the form of breeding the improved Border sheep on the Highland hills. Looked at from a national point of view, this enterprise provided a meat surplus for export to the south about four times as great as that available from an area worked by the traditional methods. Looked at from the landlord’s point of view, the Border shepherds offered rents five to ten times as great as those they could hope to extract from their clansmen. From the point of view of the mass of the Highland population, the new methods meant that a shepherd and his dog and six hundred sheep could profitably occupy an area that previously supported a crofting township of about a hundred souls – in brief, it meant mass unemployment.


In England the population was rapidly multiplying in the industrial cities; at the beginning of the nineteenth century new industries and the Napoleonic wars were draining the countryside of men and forcing up the need and demand for meat and wool. The woollen industry, a principal contributor to national prosperity, was cut off from its Spanish raw-wool market and faced with disaster. Many Highland landlords shelved their sentiments and their clansmen together and accepted the sheepmen’s rents and a pat on the back for patriotism. The Highlanders were cleared from the more fertile glens and hill grazings, cattle, ponies, goats and all. Some were moved by threats, some were moved by force, and some were left to face the cold and unrelenting wind of economics.


Many of the evicted crofters were re-established on poor ground on the sea-shore, bereft of extensive hill grazings. Crops and the sea gave them a living; tiny patches fertilized with lime-rich shell sand and seaweed and cultivated by hand with immense labour stood between these families and starvation. This was no place for a goat, and any goats retained on holdings of this kind would have to be tethered to preserve the crops. As we shall see in a later chapter, tethering undermines the goat’s natural ability to avoid parasitic worm infestation, and almost invariably results in reduced productivity. Cows, more easily warded off crops and producing more milk per man-hour of herding under these circumstances, ousted the goat from favour.


During the more violent clearances, the greater part of the goat population must have been left to run wild on the hills. Domesticated habits always sit lightly on the goat, even the most inbred and highly selected of modern dairy strains being perfectly willing to turn feral* if given a suitable environment and opportunity. There must originally have been a great stock of ‘wild’ goats of this kind on the newly acquired sheep ranges. But goats commence their breeding season when the hours of daylight decrease and the hours of darkness increase at a certain critical speed. This critical rate of change is, of course, reached earlier in the year the nearer you go to the land of the Midnight Sun. Over the Highlands of Scotland the breeding season starts in July and August, and the kids are born in January and February to the feral goats – and only the very toughest and luckiest can survive the inhospitable welcome the Highlands offer at that season. Moreover, the goat does not like the wet, and in a climate such as that of the Scottish Highlands the feral goat population is very much limited to the number of dry beds available on a wet night. Feral goat communities are still widely distributed in the Highlands of Scotland, but the numerical strength of each is fairly small and static.


Over wide areas of the Highlands and islands the crofters were not ordered or forced to make way for the sheepmen. Whether the slow attrition of poverty, hunger and discomfort was a kindlier fate than that suffered by the victims of the great clearances is doubtful; the result was very similar. Looking down on the ruins of abandoned croft houses standing among the head-high brackens that cover the old arable land, it is hard to tell today whether the desert was created by sudden violence or perennial poverty. The uncleared crofts collapsed through the interaction of two forces. The attraction of better-paid jobs in the south and overseas drew away the young and enterprising; the call grew clearer and more insistent as communications improved and the tales of successful emigrants multiplied. Those who remained behind were attracted by the relatively easy money that could be made, temporarily, by adopting the sheepmen’s methods and marketing mutton and wool for a living. Subsistence agriculture is impervious to the ebb and flow of market prices; a pound of steak is a good meal whatever the price of store cattle. But once the peasant has gambled his fate on filling his pocket before his belly, he is at the mercy of the market. The market kills and blesses by turns, but cannot bless those it has once killed.
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Plate 1 Galloway Wild Goat with male kid.








The goats on the uncleared crofts were directly affected by the call of emigration which drew away the human population and, in a different way, by the advent of sheep breeding and the change-over from subsistence agriculture to a crop-marketing economy. The tendency of the domesticated goat to turn feral, which is examined in detail in a later chapter, evinces itself at two seasons – at the onset of the breeding season in August-September; and at kidding time, if there is adequate natural feeding available. Kidding time with domesticated goats in the Highlands is best arranged to take place in March and April. Thus the tendency to tern feral, which requires careful and constant herding to prevent, occurs at seed time and harvest when there is a minimum of labour available to prevent it. The fall in human population released the goats to freedom and its perils.


The advent of sheep breeding in itself should scarcely have affected the goat population, for goats are good friends to the sheep and save many from death in bramble thickets and from falls from the cliffs. Yet there is a fable still prevalent among the sheep fraternity that goats on a sheep grazing will interbreed with the sheep and ruin the stock. The ram will serve the she-goat and the he-goat will serve the ewe; but only if frustrated in search of their own kind; very occasionally, as a rare phenomenon, the service bears fruit; there is a possibility that occasionally a ewe so served may go barren after an early abortion. On this gossamer of fact, which might support the delicate interest of a biologist, shepherds have hung an axe of execution. The goats on the Isle of Ulva (off the coast of Argyllshire) were slaughtered under this pretext some years ago. My own landlord deprecated my goatkeeping activities for the same reason. In the days when science and shepherds were strangers, many of the Highland goats went innocent to the slaughter.


The goat is by its nature the symbol and mascot of subsistence agriculture. It is first and foremost a household provider, and in this role its useful characteristics find their fullest expression. With the decline of subsistence agriculture the demand for goats declined. Under the pressure of a crop-marketing economy, the Highland crofters turned to cattle with some dairy qualities; with these they could go through the motions of eating their cake and having it. The calves were starved of milk to feed their owners, who then cashed in on their stunted maturity. So the desperate hunt for cash deteriorated the cattle stocks, diminished the net income from the area and hastened the process of devastation.


When first the sheep invaded the Highland hills they throve on fresh pastures, almost free of internal parasites, and wintered on abandoned croft land still fertile from centuries of human labour. They sold to a roaring trade in a hungry market. The honeymoon was brief. By the later half of the nineteenth century, sheep farming paid so poorly that the Highland landlords were clearing off the sheep to give unfettered scope to the stalking tenant and his quarry. If sheep were a nuisance to the stalker, goats, the most keen-sighted of all our quadrupeds, were worse, their snorting whistle of alarm at the sight of a stranger carries farther than the sheep’s. Feral goats still suffer from the stalker’s rifle for this sin; domestic goats are still banned on some stalking estates. In the heyday of stalking, the cold war of today was too hot for a lot of goats. Here again the goats were preyed on by a fable: many years ago, on the shores of Loch Morar, a billy goat was run with the crofter’s cows; this one had not the popular excuse of preventing contagious abortion; he was there to frighten away the red deer hinds. The idea is plausible: the stink of billy within a mile upwind would mask from the hind the more delicate aroma of an approaching stalker and undermine her sense of security; so she would move out of range – and a rank billy has some range. If the fable were popular, it must have killed some goats. I call it a fable on the authority of Dr Fraser Darling’s observations of the deer and feral goats of An Teallach (A Herd of Red Deer, F. Fraser Darling, Oxford University Press). It seems the hind’s sense of smell is too selective, and its nature too inquisitive, for it to be so deterred.


With the exception of the influence of deer stalking, this tale of the decline of goatkeeping in the Highlands of Scotland covers the causes of its more gradual and piecemeal disappearance from the mountain districts of the North of England and of Wales. The change from subsistence agriculture to a cash economy; depopulation of hill districts; the tendency of the goat to turn feral if allowed free range without adequate control; and the goat’s sensitivity to infestation with internal parasites when its grazing is restricted – these are the factors which have driven the goats from the hills of Britain. It is to be noted that while this exile from the hills is due in part to basic and irreversible changes in human society, it is due in part also to problems of management and husbandry which are by no means insoluble.




*





So far we have dealt with the goat population of Britain of one to two hundred years ago. The absence of accurate statistics of goat distribution at this period will not surprise the reader, who may be content to accept the evidence offered by local place names, songs and stories, and the statements of such authorities as Bewick, as to the approximate numerical strength of the goat. But now we have to admit that in the late 1970s, when the hens of Britain are numbered with annual accuracy, there is no authority who can state the number of domesticated goats in Britain to the nearest five thousand with any statistical justification. The Ministry of Agriculture and the Department of Agriculture for Scotland hold statistics based on agricultural returns; that is, they can state the number of goats for which rations were drawn during the period of feeding-stuffs rationing. This represents anything between 10 and 80 per cent of the actual goat population, according to district. The British Goat Society and the Department of Agriculture for Scotland can also offer figures of the numbers of goats in each district which were served by subsidized stud males. While these figures cannot form the basis of any accurate estimate of total population, they are useful in indicating the ebb and flow of interest in goat breeding from time to time and place to place from the 1930s onwards. For the rest, our information must come from show reports, memoirs and articles written by the older generation of goat enthusiasts.


From the end of the nineteenth century until 1940 the main goatkeeping districts were in the North of England – Yorkshire, Durham, Lancashire, Northumberland, Cumberland – and parts of Wales, forming a natural geographical and economic area featuring extensive moorland and poverty-stricken industrial populations. The goats distributed their services almost equally between rural cottagers and such ill-paid industrial workers as the miners and railwaymen were then.


In the rest of England goats were more sparsely distributed, with local strongholds in areas of unspecialized smallholdings, such as Essex, and frequently associated with industrial villages.


The goat of those days was a shaggy creature of nondescript colour, yielding up to 4 pints (2·3 litres) a day. There were two main types – the Old English, with horns sweeping up, back and outward in a smooth curve, rather short on the leg, with a long lactation, giving milk with a butter-fat content of 4 to 5 per cent. The Irish was more popular in the hilly districts; and the type survives still in the west of Ireland and in many feral herds in England, Scotland and Wales. In the Irish type the typical horns rise straight and parallel from the brow, turning outward and a little back at the top in billies, remaining straight, pointed and business-like in the females. Leggier, with a shorter lactation, lower butterfat percentage, and somewhat lower yield, the Irish goats were annually imported and distributed through the hill districts of Britain in nomadic droves from which the milkers were sold as they kidded. Until the First World War the Irish goatherd, shouting picturesque advertisement of his wares, squirting great jets of milk from his freshened nannies up the main street, was a regular harbinger of spring in the mountain villages.





[image: ]

Fig. 2 Feral goat heads. The old billy on the left is of the type commonly found on the small islands off the Scottish coast and in the Border hills; the type is probably native or Scandinavian in origin, but local traditions describe them as survivors of the Spanish Armada. The head on the right is that of a typical Irish billy such as the Irish goatherds used to import annually into the hill districts.











Some of the feral herds along the west coast of Scotland are pure white. Local tradition attributes their origin to the ships of the defeated Spanish Armada which sought here a refuge they didn’t receive. Certainly, most large galleons of Elizabethan days carried goats as a source of fresh milk and meat, but there is little Spanish about the type of these feral herds today. The Spanish dairy breeds are all coloured, and such of them as are horned carry the short twisted horn of Capra prisca. However, the Netherlands were part of the Spanish Empire in those days, and the white goat of Swiss Saanen type has a long history there. Perhaps these were the first Saanen importations. It is equally likely that they owe their origin to Scandinavian seafarers who frequented these shores, in whose homeland the white ‘Telemark’ goat has long been popular. The sea route to the Western Isles was assuredly more hospitable than the land route until the late eighteenth century. Many of these feral flocks exist on small islands. But goats are bad swimmers; the goats of Ulva were exterminated by being driven out on to a tidal reef when the tide was rising. The ability to swim a hundred yards would have saved them. So it is highly improbable that these island goats swam to shore from wrecked ships. The prevalence of the tradition that they did so suggests that their origin is wrapped in mystery and antiquity. If their existence were due to the obviously sensible practice of sending dry stock and males to uninhabited islands for the summer – to save herding them from the crops – then the mystery would not exist, and the colour of the goats would not be so prevalently white. It is tempting and not unreasonable to suggest that the Viking longboats, which carried cattle to Greenland in AD 1000 and pirated West Highland waters for centuries, may have carried the white goat of Norway to the Western Isles and their islet strongholds. It is altogether appropriate to believe that the Vikings sustained their heroics on a diet of goats’ milk and kid. In any case, there can be little doubt that the native goat stock along the whole seaboard of Britain was liberally mixed with ‘ship goats’ from abroad.
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