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Dedication


For MAC Goats Chief Forty-Five (Chiefee)—
you were a neat old goat.
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and Emily Dixon,
who put good goats in my life.
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Preface



My love affair with goats began later in my life, relatively speaking. My first love was horses. In fact, my mother says my first word was horse. Over the years I’ve shown, bred, and trained horses. I spent countless dollars buying and supporting the equine critters I dearly loved. I kept goats, because horses and goats go together like ice cream and pie, but goats weren’t my life — until I met Chiefee.


Several years ago, I was asked to write about goats. As part of the research process, I subscribed to a passel of e-mail lists hosted by YahooGroups. Through them I met two women whose friendships have changed my life: Claudia Marcus-Gurn, of MAC Goats, and Emily Dixon, of Ozark Jewels.


That spring my husband, John, and I visited MAC Goats to collect a couple of three-week-old bottle-baby wethers the Gurns were graciously giving me and to photograph their beautiful Boers. Last stop on our tour of the Gurns’ goat operation was the buck barn. When we ducked through the door, the biggest, brawniest old goat I’d ever seen ambled forward, propped his front feet on the bottom rail of his stall front, and fastened his soulful eyes on mine. In a heartbeat MAC Goats Chief Forty-Five, a.k.a. Chiefee, stole my heart. I knew I had to share my life with goats like him.


First came the bottle babies, Salem and Shiloh, whose mother was half sister to old Chiefee. Then a young buck from one of Chiefee’s daughters joined our small herd, and before I knew it I owned eleven Boer goats! Soon I discovered packgoats and carting. And through Emily Dixon, I grew to love Nubians for their quirky personalities and yummy milk. Now twenty goats call our Ozark acreage their home, including my Boers, whom I treasure as my link to Chiefee.


And the horse obsession that burned so brightly for more than fifty years? It’s still there, but considerably dimmed. I still love my horses, but goats (and sheep) are my passion now. I wouldn’t have it any other way.





Part 1

Getting to Know Your Goats
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CHAPTER 1 An Introduction to Goats [image: Image]



If the beard meant everything, the goat would preach.


∼ Danish proverb


The goat is among the oldest species domesticated by humans as a food source and for other purposes. Goats played a critical role in the lives of our distant ancestors, and, while their role today is not as widespread or integral to our survival, they still provide food, fiber, transportation, and companionship to countless people around the world. Their small size and grazing nature continue to make them the preferred livestock for the many farmers around the globe who must feed themselves on marginal land. To fully appreciate these special creatures, first learn about their history and how they function and think.


Origins of the Goat


For ancient races, goats were life-sustaining. Goats furnished food and carried packs. Bride prices and dowries were paid in goats, and goats provided sacrifices for the people’s gods. In some cases, goats were the people’s gods, or their gods had goaty attributes such as goats’ legs and horns. Wealth was reckoned in goats — sometimes hundreds and thousands of them. The story of man and goat together is rich and diverse.


Ten thousand years ago, before any other livestock species had been tamed, villagers at Ganj Dareh, high in the Zagros Mountains of what is now Iran, made an alliance with wild goats. Humans would tame, feed, and protect the goats; the goats would, in turn, provide meat, milk, hides, hair, horns, bones, sinew, and dung for fuel.


Archaeological clues discovered at Ganj Dareh show proof of domestication. Goat bones are frequently unearthed at digs made in the Middle East, where hunters stalked wild goats since Neanderthal times. Typical bones recovered from food middens were mostly those of large old bucks. It made sense to target animals that packed the most meat. At Ganj Dareh, however, bones unearthed were mainly those of immature bucks. This, say goat domestication experts Dr. Melinda Zeder, curator of Old World Archaeology and Zooarchaeology at the National Museum of Natural History, and Dr. Brian Hesse, of the University of Alabama, was proof of domestication: does and a few mature bucks were kept for breeding, while extra bucklings and young adult males went into the family larder.


Meet the Bezoar Goat


The goats tamed at Ganj Dareh were Bezoar goats, also known as Bezoar ibexes, pasang, and Capra aegagrus. The Bezoar goat is a handsome and critically endangered wild goat still found in small numbers in the mountains of Asia Minor and the Middle East. It’s also found on some Aegean Islands and on the island of Crete. These goats may represent relic populations of very early domestic animals that were taken to the Mediterranean islands during the prehistoric period and now live in feral populations.




Goats Like Company


Goats are happiest when they are in the company of another goat. A single goat usually copes if given another type of animal companion, preferably something close to its own size, such as a sheep or a miniature donkey. For the well-being of your goat, don’t raise it alone.





Bezoar goats are slender mountain dwellers. They are light reddish brown in the summer and ash gray in the winter, with mahogany markings including eel stripes along their spines; flank and shoulder stripes; and dark markings on their legs, chests, tails, throats, and faces. Bucks are crowned by enormous scimitar-shaped horns that have sharp front edges and widely separated knobs running their length.


“Bezoar” also refers to a stonelike concretion formed by a swallowed mass of foreign material (usually hair or fiber) that collects in the stomach and fails to pass through the intestines. The ancients believed they formed only in the stomachs of Bezoar goats who were bitten by poisonous serpents and that they were a universal antidote against poisons. The word bezoar comes from the Persian word pâdzahr, which translates as “protection from poison.”


Bezoar stones were highly prized and sold for fabulous sums as late as 1623, when, according to W. T. Fernie, writing in Animal Simples Approved for Modern Uses of Cure (Resources), in a royal warrant sent to the Duke of Buckingham mention is made of “one great Bezar stone, sett in gould which was Queene Elizabethes.”


Tracing the Ancestral Lines


Scientists soon discovered evidence of domestication at sites other than Ganj Dareh, and the early belief was that there were two ancestors of all goat breeds. In a 2001 study published in The Proceedings of the National Academy of Science, Gordon Luikart, of the Université Joseph Fourier in Grenoble, France, describes the findings of research into where domestications occurred. The distant ancestors of most European and African breeds, Luikart and his colleagues found, were wild Bezoar goat does domesticated in the Fertile Crescent, but those of most Mongolian, Indian, and South Asian breeds were not. Their ancestor was a single doe tamed about nine thousand years ago in the Indus Valley of Pakistan.




GOATS — WILD AND FERAL


While true wild goats still exist in our world (Bezoars, ibexes, and markhors, to name a few), what we call wild goats are usually feral goats whose ancestors were domestic at one time.


Among American feral breeds are Spanish and San Clemente Island goats, though few exist in the wild nowadays (the Rocky Mountain Goat, though a truly wild North American species, is a goat antelope, not a goat).


However, long-horned, shaggy feral goats, wild descendants of goats brought to England by Neolithic farmers, still exist in isolated pockets of mountainous and coastal areas of Scotland, Ireland, Wales, and England. Most are threatened with extinction, though conservators are working hard to preserve them, particularly the stunning Bilberry and Old Irish goats of Ireland and the Lynton goats of Exmoor in England (see Resources).
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A Bilberry British feral buck





In a later, unpublished study, geneticist Pierre Taberlet, one of Luikart’s colleagues at Université Joseph Fourier, found that today’s goats evolved through five distinct maternal lines, and that goats from the earliest two lines arrived in southwestern Europe about seven thousand years ago, only three thousand years after the first domestication at Ganj Dareh.


By comparing the ancient goat mitochondrial DNA with modern goat DNA, they discovered that goats from both lines that originated in the Fertile Crescent were at the French site at the same time. Taberlet and his colleagues suspect that Neolithic farmers transported each line of goats into Europe along a separate westward route, one inland and the other running along the Mediterranean Sea.


PARTS OF A DOE
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PARTS OF A BUCK
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Goat Anatomy and Perception


Now that you have had a brief introduction to how goats evolved and why they were so important to our ancestors, perhaps you are starting to see why goats are so special. When you come face to face with a goat whose irrepressible personality melts your heart, like Chiefee did mine, you’ll want to know everything about him. It also pays to understand his inner workings when you want to keep him happy and well. Here are some things to consider.
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A goat’s mysterious, slit-pupiled eyes give it a wider field of vision than ours.


Those Piercing Eyes


Have you ever looked into a friendly goat’s eyes? Goats have horizontal, slit-shaped pupils that act like the panoramic lens on a camera, giving them an unusually wide field of vision. Other species such as cattle, deer, horses, and sheep have them too, but their dark brown irises cloak their rectangular pupils. Goats’ pale irises (light brown, amber, or blue) don’t.


Humans describe goats’ eyes in terms ranging from wise and all-knowing to sinister and creepy. The Romans said their eyes were designed to see around corners. And goats stare. That alone discomfits many folks.


Sound the Horns


The bony appendages that grow from a goat’s head are properly called horns, not antlers; horns are permanent structures while antlers are shed and grow back each year. (Though, as horns begin to grow on a young goat, you may see the outer surface peel; not to worry — this is normal and they will smooth out again.) Most goats, unless they’re disbudded or dehorned, have horns. Some goats, however, are polled, meaning they never grow horns. According to a study conducted by Polish biologist Marcin Tadeusz Gorecki, horns are the most important factor in determining a goat’s place in his herd’s pecking order. With goats, bigger is better.




Goat Physiology


LIFE SPAN: Usually 10 to 14 years (the known record is 23)


TEMPERATURE: 101.5 to 104.5°F (38.5–40.5°C)


PULSE: 70 to 90 beats per minute


RESPIRATION: 12 to 20 breaths per minute


RUMINAL MOVEMENTS: 1 to 3 per minute


RUMEN pH: 5.5 to 7.0


TEETH: Four pairs of lower incisors that line up with a dental pad on the upper jaw (goats have no upper front teeth), three premolars on each side of the upper and lower jaws, three molars on each side of the upper and lower jaws


STOMACH: A four-compartmented organ consisting of a rumen, a reticulum, an omasum, and an abomasum (see chapter 9)


INTESTINES: The small intestine is about 80 feet (24 m) long and has an average diameter of 1 inch (2.5 cm). It lies on the right side at the rear of the abdominal cavity.


CAECUM: The caecum marks the junction of the small and large intestines. It’s about 8 inches (20 cm) long and 2 inches (5 cm) in diameter.


LARGE INTESTINE: The large intestine is about 16 feet (5 m) long.







Don’t Mess with This Rack!


The largest set of goat horns listed in the Guinness Book of World Records belongs to Uncle Sam, a goat owned by William and Vivian Wentling of Rothsville, Pennsylvania. Uncle Sam’s horns measured 52 inches (132 cm) from tip to tip.





The Bezoar goat, ancestor of domestic goats, has enormous, scimitar-shaped horns with a sharp front edge. A few types of goats still have them, but for the most part, horns became more oval and flattened under domestication. By 5000 BC some goats’ horns were twisted, even corkscrew-shaped. Polled or dehorned goats appear in Egyptian art by 3000 BC.


Polled goats have large, round bumps on their head where horns would normally grow. A kid must have at least one polled parent to be polled. Although it seems to make sense to breed polled goats to other polled goats if you want to guarantee their kids won’t have horns, this type of breeding is not without risk. Some kids born to two polled parents will be inter-sexed, meaning they’ll have sexual traits that are neither fully male nor female. These goats are also called hermaphrodites.


Having horns can be beneficial to goats in hot weather. Horns act as thermoregulatory structures that help the goat wearing them to cool down. According to “Thermoregulatory Functions of the Horns of the Family Bovidae” (Resources), “a typical goat at ambient temperature of 22°C [71.5°F] and in relatively still air can lose about 2 percent of its total heat production through the horn.” That’s why packgoat and harness-goat owners usually let their goats’ horns grow long. Long, stately horns make working wethers look regal too.


Nonetheless, horns do carry disadvantages. Horns are caught in woven-wire fences (nearly every horned goatling goes through this dangerous phase); horned goats hook and damage one another; horned heads don’t fit in milking stanchions very well; and horned goats, especially bucks, are hard on their environment. A horned meat-breed buck can demolish a heavy-duty, welded-wire cattle panel overnight (night after night after night). Our Alpine wethers used their strong, scimitar horns like claw hammers to destroy an entire fence line of expensive Red Top goat fence.
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Goat horns come in a wide variety of shapes and sizes, from the Boer and Pygmy doe’s small spikes to the huge horns on Alpine and British feral goat bucks.
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“Ziegen” (“Goats”) heads are displayed in this fine old engraving from 1909. They are, clockwise from upper left, an ibex, a Bezoar goat, a domestic Angora goat, and a markor.


GOAT-SPEAK


The word goat comes from the Old English word gat, which meant “she-goat.” In Old English a male goat was a bucca, which evolved into “buck,” the correct term until a shift to he-goat (and she-goat) occurred in the late twelfth century.


“Nanny goat” originated in the eighteenth century and “billy goat” in the nineteenth. Nowadays the proper terms are doe and buck, and a castrated male is a wether.





Because of these drawbacks, most kids are disbudded at a tender age: their horn buds are burned with a red-hot iron that destroys future horn growth. Dehorning adult goats is a cruel, gory process. Horns are living extensions of a goat’s skull. Removing them causes massive bleeding and leaves gaping holes leading directly into a goat’s sinuses; these take months to fill back in. If you don’t want horned goats, don’t buy them.


There are several things to remember when working with horned goats: Don’t lead or restrain goats by their horns except in a dire emergency; they don’t like it and broken horns bleed profusely. When you absolutely must restrain a goat by his horns, grasp both horns near their bases where they’re strongest and don’t exert more pressure than you have to. And remember, those horns can also hurt you. Don’t lean over a horned goat, and when working closely with one, poke a small hole in each of two old tennis balls and force one onto the tip of each horn. When you’re finished, pull them off and save them for another day.


[image: Image]


This pretty French Alpine doe (“La Chèvre en Savoie”) models a set of handsome wattles.


Wattle It Be


Those globs of skin dangling on a goat’s neck are wattles. Or, if you prefer, waddles, toggles, tassels, waggles, lassies, or cutaneous cervical appendices. Not all goats have them and they serve no known physiological purpose.


Pairs of wattles generally dangle from their wearer’s throat, but they can crop up anywhere, particularly on the head or neck. They are found on both sexes and almost all breeds but are especially common on Swiss dairy goats, such as Alpines, Saanens, and Toggenburgs.


Wattles are thought to be inherited as a single dominant gene (bucks and does with wattles are likely to produce kids with wattles), and wattles can be a good thing. According to a study conducted in 1980, Saanen does with wattles produced 13 percent more milk than did those without.


Cute as they are, however, many breeders remove their goats’ wattles. This is because kids sometimes suck on their peers’ wattles, wattles are somewhat discouraged in the show ring, and they sometimes interfere with goats’ collars. Another reason: wattle cysts occasionally develop at the base of a wattle. Wattle cysts may fill with clear fluid and are often mistaken for caseous lymphadenitis abscesses, but they are harmless.


Those who remove them usually wrap a snug rubber band around a newborn kid’s wattles; with circulation restricted by the rubber band, the wattles fall off in a week or so. Other people simply snip them off. If you think you must remove your goat’s wattles, restrain him, disinfect a pair of sharp scissors and the area at the base of each wattle; then, holding the wattle out away from your goat, snip it at the thin spot where it attaches to his body. Usually there isn’t any bleeding.


A Goat’s Five Senses


Ever wonder why you can never seem to be able to sneak up on a goat, or why some goats seem to be laughing (they’re actually flehmening; see box)? Here’s a look at how a goat perceives his environment.


Hearing. Goats have excellent hearing, particularly breeds with erect ears. Goats direct their ears in the direction of a sound (floppy-eared breeds lift the bases of their heavy ears to do this). They are sensitive to a wide range of sound — from the high-pitched shriek of a kid in peril to low-pitched snorts or hooves stamping on the ground.


Sight. Goats have prominent eyes, panoramic vision in the 320-to-340-degree range, and binocular vision of 20 to 60 degrees. Unless a goat is dozing or focused on something else, it’s virtually impossible to sneak up on him or her. A German study conducted in 1980 showed that goats distinguish yellow, orange, blue, violet, and green from gray shades of equal brightness.


Smell. Goats have an acute sense of smell. Their olfactory system is more highly developed than our own. Scent helps bucks locate does in heat, and in turn draws does in heat to bucks. Scent (and taste) helps does recognize and bond with their newborn kids. They are more likely to move into the wind than with the wind, so they can better use their sense of smell.


Taste. Goats have more taste buds than we do (15,000 to our 9,000); they prefer certain tastes, particularly bitters, and are surprisingly selective about what they eat. Goats won’t, for example, drink water fouled with feces or eat moldy or musty feed. They generally avoid poisonous plants unless the plants are wilted, which makes some species more tasty.


Touch. A goat’s sense of touch is also acute. Flies alighting on goats elicit a strong response (especially in does on the milking stand).




He’s Flehmening, Not Laughing
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Your goat isn’t laughing when he lifts his chin and curls his upper lip up and back; he’s flehmening. By curling his lip, he exposes the vomeronasal organ (also called the Jacobson’s organ), in the roof of his mouth, and draws scent toward it. This behavior helps him identify scents.


Bucks flehmen a lot, especially during rut, but does and wethers sometimes flehmen, too. Some goats flehmen more than others, though most goats flehmen when exposed to new, sharp scents. Thanks to the flehmen response, it’s easy to teach goats to “laugh” on cue (in chapter 4 we’ll show you how it’s done).






Think Like a Goat



If you have a good sense of humor, patience, and a quick mind, you will love goats and they will love you. Still, it helps to understand why they do what they do. The best way is to pull up a bucket, sit down among your goats, and observe them on a regular basis, but these brief insights will help get you started right now.


Why Goats Fight


A defined pecking order exists in every herd, no matter its size. Where a goat stands in the hierarchy depends on age, sex, personality, aggressiveness toward other goats, and the size of (or lack of) his horns. Unweaned kids assume their dam’s place in the order and usually rank immediately below her after weaning.
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In a duel, goats rear and swoop down on their opponent.


Newcomers battle to establish a place in the herd. When fighting, males shove, butt, and side-rake opponents with their horns; does usually butt, jostle, and push.


Goats don’t back up, lower their heads, and then race toward opponents in the manner of rams. Instead, they position themselves a few feet apart while facing one another, rear onto their hind legs, and then swoop forward, down, and to the side to smash their heads or horns against those of their foe.


Other forms of aggression toward other goats (or sometimes humans) are staring, horn threats (chin down, horns jutting forward), pressing horns or forehead against another goat, rearing without butting, and ramming an opponent’s rear end or side. There is little infighting, however, once each herd member knows and accepts his place.


Herds are led by a herd queen, a tough old doe who has butted, shoved, and threatened her way to the top of the hierarchy. Other goats rarely (if ever) challenge her position. She remains herd queen until she leaves the herd or becomes too feeble to lead. When that happens, the position is often assumed by one of her daughters.


Most of the time males, including the herd king (the alpha buck), defer to the herd queen. During rut the herd king assumes leadership of the group. He breeds all the does; underling bucks aren’t allowed to breed. Young, bold bucks, however, constantly challenge the herd king, so herd queens tend to outlast several kings.




* GOATS WHO SERVED *


Welsh Regimental Goats


BRITISH military mascots run the gamut from a drum horse named Winston to a ferret maintained by the 1st Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s Own Regiment of Yorkshire. While they’re nowadays kept for ceremonial purposes only, they once accompanied their units to the front.


Consider William Windsor, a.k.a. Billy, lance corporal in the 1st Battalion, the Royal Welsh, who recently retired with honors after eight years of mostly exemplary service. Like the other Welsh regimental goats, he had his own full-time handler, referred to as the Goat Major. His sole indiscretion occurred in 2006, when, in a parade honoring Queen Elizabeth’s eightieth birthday, he failed to keep in step and repeatedly tried to head-butt a drummer’s nether parts, acts that resulted in his demotion to fusilier (the equivalent of private) for three whole months.


Three Welsh regiments kept white goat mascots until 2006, when they were combined into a single unit (the Royal Welsh) with William Windsor at its head. Since the mid-nineteenth century, all Welsh regimental goats have been Kashmir goats descending from broodstock presented to Queen Victoria (who loved pashmina cashmere scarves) by the Shah of Iran.


[image: Image]


Shenkin (a.k.a. Taffy) was mascot of the 1st Battalion Royal Welch Fusiliers until it merged with two other Welsh units to become the Royal Welsh. Today a similar Shenkin leads the Regimental Band of the Royal Welsh on parade.





Here’s a tip: The herd queen leads her herd to food, so if you lead your goats with a pail of feed instead of trying to drive them (which is a lesson in futility in any case), your goats will respect you as their queen. If you attempt to drive goats from the rear (bringing up the rear to protect the group is the herd king’s job), they consider you their herd king — not a good position to be in when there are bucks in the herd.




Why Is My Baby Buckling Doing That?


When a buckling is born, his urethral process and the glans of his penis are attached to the inside of his prepuce (sheath) by a frenulum membrane. As his body begins producing testosterone — and that can happen when he’s only a few weeks old — he begins “practice breeding” his dam and sisters. At the same time he may engage in a bizarre-looking form of air-humping behavior: his hind legs sink into a semi-squat and he repeatedly thrusts his hips. This helps break down the adhesion and enables him to extend his penis. When that happens, he’s probably capable of impregnating females. This is why some goat breeders wean bucklings when they’re only 8 weeks old, whereas doelings are generally left with their dams until they’re at least 12 weeks of age.





What’s on the Menu


Goats are browsers, not grazers. They prefer to range over a large area and eat a widely varied diet based on weeds, wild herbs, shoots, brush, twigs, and bark. Goats prefer to nibble the tops of plants instead of devouring them down to the ground. They won’t eat plants contaminated with goat urine or droppings.


Feral goats are on the move, feeding, for up to 12 hours per day; domestic goats kept in large pastures or under range conditions feed this way too. When moving, goats tend to move in family units within a group. They spend their downtime sleeping or dozing and ruminating. Goats don’t ruminate if they’re nervous or on the alert.


Reading Body Language


When alarmed, goats curl their tails tight over their backs and snort a high-pitched, sneeze-like sound; they sometimes stomp a forefoot, too. Frightened goats flee a short distance and then turn to face whatever startled them. If pursued, they scatter.


When a goat is annoyed, the hair along his spine stands on end. His body hair sometimes stands up as well.


Goats pant when temperatures and humidity rise. Humidity, more than temperature, stresses goats.


Goats hate rain, water puddles, and mud. They readily move forward out of darkness and toward light. They move from confinement toward an open space, into the wind rather than downwind, and more readily uphill than down. They hate to cross water, dislike passing through narrow openings, and panic on slippery surfaces both natural and man-made (such as wet wooden milking stanchion decks and slick concrete). Goats have long memories and recall bad experiences for years.


When approaching wary goats, don’t look directly into their faces, particularly their eyes. Predators do that. Instead, focus on the target goat’s nearest shoulder.


The Buck Stops Here


Though regal and often affectionate to a fault, bucks have bizarre habits that make them unsuitable for most applications. Bucks, seasonal and aseasonal breeds alike, enter “rut” as autumn approaches. They stay in rut through the first months of winter. Bucks who live peaceably with other bucks the rest of the year become testy toward one another during rut; since many bucks (particularly bottle-raised bucks) consider humans part of their herd, they court female caretakers and challenge human males for leadership.


A two-hundred-pound buck is a force to reckon with, whether he’s standing with his front feet on a woman’s shoulders and blubbering in her face or ramming a man with his forehead or horns. People are seriously injured by bucks every year. If you’re not an experienced goat keeper, don’t keep a buck unless you really need one.


If the danger factor isn’t enough, consider this: during rut, scent glands located near a buck’s horns (or where his horns used to be) secrete incredibly strong-scented, greasy musk. When a buck rubs his forehead on a person or object, he’s spreading his scent. Bucks become very vocal during rut; they’re pretty hard to ignore. They also spray thin streams of urine along their bellies, on their front legs and chests, and into their mouths and beards. Bucks also twist themselves and grasp their penises in their mouths. They sometimes masturbate on their bellies and front legs and then sniff themselves and flehmen. Bucks don’t make good pets or working goats.


Nobody gathers firewood to roast a thin goat.


∼ Kenyan proverb





CHAPTER 2 Getting Your Goats [image: Image]



If you’re short of trouble, take a goat.


∼ Finnish proverb


You’ll find that goats are fun, loving, intelligent, and marvelous friends. They also have an incredible array of uses. What type of goat do you want? Dairy does to milk? Pygmy goats for pets? A sturdy wether to pull a cart or tote a pack? Fiber goats whose fleece you can spin (or sell)? Are you looking for personality or production or both? How much money are you willing to spend? If you’re not sure what you want, skip ahead to part 2, where I give detailed information about a goat’s many roles. Write down what you want, think it over, and decide what you need before you buy.


Already know what you’re looking for? Then you’re probably wondering where to (and where not to) shop and how to evaluate the seller you’re considering. And, of course, you’re probably curious about what to look for, so I’ll describe how to tell a healthy goat from a sick one.


Buying Your Goats


Let’s assume you want a couple of registered Nubian dairy does. Where are you going to go to find them?


Check for GOATS FOR SALE notices on bulletin boards and in newspapers. You might see a notice pinned to a board at a feed store or veterinarian practice, or in the local classified ads, especially in penny saver–type shoppers. Or pin up a Nubian milk goat wanted sign of your own.


Talk to vets and county Extension agents in your buying area; they will likely know who is raising goats near your home. You may also want to take in a goat show. All state and most county fairs host them, and breed associations sanction them; e-mail or call organizations for dates and times. At shows, you can find information booths and talk to exhibitors after their classes.


Join some goat-related e-mail groups (Resources). Breed-specific and general-interest goat lists host a “Friday sale” when subscribers post whatever they want to sell. It’s a great way to find goats, as well as goat-related supplies, and you’ll make new friends who just may own the goats you need. I met Emily Dixon that way, and all of my Nubians came from her farm!


Or you could visit breeders’ websites. Type your breed, goats, and sale into your favorite search engine’s search box (Nubian goats sale, for instance). If you like, qualify your search by state (Nubian goats sale Missouri). Alternatively, visit breed registry websites and consult their online member-breeder directories. If breeders’ websites don’t offer what you’re searching for, e-mail and ask if they have it. If they don’t, they may know someone who does.




Buy a Sheep If You Want a Lawn Mower


Don’t get goats to trim the grass in your yard. Goats are browsers, not grazers; they prefer leaves, twigs, and similar kinds of brush over grass. Goats also prefer to eat at shoulder height — perfect when browsing, not so great for mowing the lawn. For fun, lawn-mowing pets, buy sheep.


Goats will, however, clear brush with gusto. They’ll happily strip your land of saplings and nuisance plants like poison ivy, multiflora rose, and blackberries. If brushing is your goal, you need goats!





Check out ads in goat magazines. Choose breed-specific journals or all-breed publications. Both types are packed with display ads, directories, and classifieds. Subscribe to your favorites or pick them up at a farm store. (Resources for magazine and farm store information).


If the breed you need is a rare one, like San Clemente Island or Arapawa goats, log on to the American Livestock Breeds Conservancy website (Resources) and click on Classifieds in the menu. Hard as it is to find these goats, they’re there!


Where NOT to Buy Goats


The first rule of goat buying is to buy from individuals, not from a sale barn; sale barns are dumping grounds for sick goats and culls.


If you buy at the sale barn, you won’t have access to a lot of important information about your goat: if she was vaccinated, if she’s pregnant and by what sort of buck, or if there are any diseases or genetic conditions in her herd of origin. She might have any of several progressively degenerative, slow-incubating diseases such as caprine arthritic encephalitis (CAE) and Johne’s disease. She or her herd mates might have foot rot or caseous lymphadenitis (CL). Goats who weren’t exposed to disease before they came to a sale barn will be by day’s end.


If you attend such a sale, even just to look, you’ll be tempted to buy. Regardless of whether you buy any goats, when returning home make sure to scrub your hands using plenty of soap and sanitize the clothes you wore to the sale before going near healthy goats or other livestock. Use one part household bleach to five parts plain water in a fine-mist spray bottle to spritz boots and shoes, and launder your other clothing in hot water and detergent. Foot rot, soremouth, respiratory diseases, and CL can hitchhike home on your hands and your clothes, so don’t take chances.




Reality Check


Before you buy goats, make sure you really want them. They can be mischievous, stubborn, and often destructive. If you aren’t positive you know what you’re getting into, ask if you can spend a day with a friend’s goats. Or volunteer at a goat dairy or book an overnight trip with a packgoat outfitter. Spend some time with goats before you commit. This is for the goats’ sake as much as your own.


Make certain your way of life and goats will mesh. Are there zoning laws that might prevent you from keeping goats? Will neighbors complain? Are you able to provide housing, an exercise area or pasture, adequate fencing, feed, vet care, and hoof care for your goats? Goats are social creatures, so they crave the companionship of other animals. Plan on at least two goats or a goat and a sheep, llama, pet pig, or a horse or pony; you can’t keep one goat all by himself.





And if you give in to temptation and buy, quarantine new goats from the sale barn for at least 30 days (see chapter 10 to learn how it’s done).


How to Evaluate the Seller


Tap in to the local goat grapevine before you buy your goats. Ask goat owners which sellers they would buy from, which they would avoid, and why. Then, once you’ve narrowed the field to a handful of producers selling your type of goat, contact them and arrange to visit their farms.


The Visit


Be courteous and arrive on time. If you have goats or sheep at home and the seller wants to sanitize your shoes, don’t be offended. Consider bio-security precautions a plus.


Look around. Goat farms don’t tend to be showplaces, but they shouldn’t be trash dumps, either. Are the goats housed in safe, reasonably clean facilities? Are the water tanks free of droppings and are goats eating hay in some sort of mangers up off the ground? Are the goats in good flesh, neither scrawny nor over-fat? In large herds, you’ll spot a few goats who are skinnier or fatter than the norm, but the majority should be in average condition.


Ask about the seller’s vaccination and deworming philosophies: Which vaccines and dewormers does he use and why? How often does she vaccinate and deworm her goats? Does he test for CAE, CL, or Johne’s disease and does he have documentation? Are any of her goats currently infected? What about foot rot? Soremouth? If he’s had these problems in his herd, what did he do to control them?


Does she show you just the goats you arranged to see or the entire herd? Try to see them all; if there are problems, you should know before you buy.


Ask why the goats are for sale. Is he changing bloodlines? Downsizing? Switching breeds? If they’re culls, perhaps the trait he’s culling for doesn’t matter to you. For instance, maybe you don’t need a high-producing dairy doe or don’t mind an old Angora with coarser fleece. Or the goat whose strident bellowing drives her up a rope could be just the one you’d love to own. It happens!


The Papers


If you like what you see (we’ll talk about evaluating goats later in this chapter), ask to examine the goats’ registration papers and their health, vaccination, deworming, and production records.


Registered goats may be worth more money than ones who aren’t, depending on the goats. If you’re buying a doe and will sell her kids, papers make them much more valuable. With wethers it makes no difference, though; few goat associations register them at all.


When buying registered goats, carefully examine their papers to make sure you’re getting what you pay for. Papers are “transferred” after every sale, so the papers should be issued in the seller’s name. If they aren’t, he in turn can’t sign a transfer slip and the papers can’t be transferred to you.


If you’re buying a bred doe, you’ll need a service memo signed by both the buck’s and the doe’s owners to register her kids. Depending on the registry you do business with, the service memo may be a separate document or part of the transfer slip.


Most registries stipulate that kids must be registered by their breeders. If you buy eligible but as yet unregistered kids, make sure to ask for a registration application that has been fully filled out and signed, as well as a completed transfer slip, which transfers their ownership to you.


Be aware that unethical or unknowing breeders sometimes sell goats that aren’t quite what they seem. Purebred Boers, for example, are not the same as full-blood Boers; given two goats of equal quality, the full-blood is worth a lot more money. Learn the jargon before you go shopping. Each breed association has its own definition for breed terms; check out registration rules and terms at breed association websites.
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