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Why raise goats?


Goats are one of the most popular animals worldwide because they serve many purposes for people. They provide companionship, brush control, delicious milk, tasty low-fat meat, and soft hair to spin into warm yarn.


Goats are inexpensive to keep, require simple housing, and do not need a lot of space. They are easy to handle, transport, and show.


Keeping goats can lead to an interesting career in dairy management, cheese making, textiles (spinning and weaving), or veterinary care.


Best of all, each goat has its own personality. Very simply — goats are fun.


Is raising goats a lot of work?


If you raise meat goats, you will have chores to do every day for a few months, and then the project will be over. All other goats require daily care, year around. It is not a lot of work, but it is a big responsibility. The health and well-being of your goats are entirely in your hands.


Will I need help?


You should be able to handle routine care by yourself, but at times you will need help. Someone will have to help you transport your goats when you breed them or enter them in a show. Someone must care for them when you get involved in other activities or when you are away from home.


You may need help learning how to milk your goats, trim their hooves, clip their hair, or assist in birth. Goat clubs around the country have members who are willing to help beginners.


Which kind of goat is best?


There is no such thing as the best kind of goat, only the best kind of goat for you. Which goat is best for you depends on your reason for keeping goats.


Do you want goats for milk? Get one of the dairy breeds.


Do you want to harvest the hair from your goats and spin it into yarn? Get one of the fiber breeds.


Do you wish to raise delicious meat that is low in fat and cholesterol? Raise a fast-growing, muscular breed.


Do you have a small area to keep your goats in? Consider one of the miniature breeds.


Do you want goats for pets? Choose the breed that looks nicest to you.


Breed. A group of related animals, all having the same general size and shape.


Should I get a goat that has horns?


Horns add to a goat’s character, but they easily lead to injuries during play. Some goats, called polled goats, are born without horns. Others are born with horn buds that, unless they are removed, grow into horns as the goat matures.


A horned goat can accidentally injure you or tear your clothing. Horns get caught in feeders, fences, and the handles of water buckets. Angora, cashmere, and Pygmy goats are quite calm and usually have their horns left on. Dairy goats are more active. Do not buy a dairy goat that has not had its horn buds removed.


Polled. Born without horns.


Horn bud. The growth on a goat’s head that will develop into a horn.


How many goats shall I have?


Goats are social animals that like to be with other goats. You need at least two goats so they can keep each other company.



Do I need a buck?



You do not need a buck (male goat). When a doe (female goat) gets big enough to breed, either use a stud buck living nearby or arrange to have your doe bred by artificial insemination.


Stud buck. A buck used for breeding.


How long do goats live?


The normal life span of any goat is 10 to 12 years, but some goats live as long as 30 years. A meat goat project lasts for up to one year. The productive life of a dairy goat or fiber goat, during which you can expect it to produce a reasonable amount of milk or fiber, is about 7 years.


Artificial insemination. Impregnating a doe with semen collected by hand from a buck.


What kind of living space do goats need?


Your goats do not require elaborate housing. All they need is a place that is well ventilated but not drafty and that provides protection from sun, wind, rain, and snow. You can easily convert an unused shed or other outbuilding to a goat house. Your goats will also need a stout fence.


Each regular-sized goat requires at least 15 square feet of space indoors and 200 square feet outdoors. A miniature goat needs at least 10 square feet indoors and 130 square feet outdoors.


Can I keep goats in town?


Many areas have laws about where you can keep goats and how many you can have. Before you plan to raise goats, check with your local zoning board or planning commission.


Graze. To eat grass and other pasture plants.


What do goats eat?


Goats eat hay, grains, and water. They also like to graze pasture plants and browse in wooded areas. If your goats can harvest some of their own food by grazing or browsing, you will spend less money on feed.


Browse. To eat trees and shrubs.



Is it true that goats eat cans?



No. A goat learns about new things by tasting them with its lips. Young goats like to carry things around in their mouths, the way puppies do. If you see a goat with an empty can, it is probably either checking it out or playing with it.


The goat might also be tasting food left inside the can or eating the label. Remember, goats like to eat woody plants. The label on a can is made of paper, and paper is made from wood. Don’t leave your homework lying around the goat barn or you may have to tell your teacher, “My goat ate it.”




Leaving an empty can where you goat can find it is not a good idea. The animal could cut its lips or tongue on the sharp rim





Will my goat butt?


A goat protects itself by butting enemies with its hard head. Goats also butt heads with each other in play or to determine which is the stronger.


Baby goats (called kids) like to play by pushing with their heads. They will try to push against your leg or your hand. Don’t let them, because as a young goat grows up, pushing turns into butting. Teach your goats while they are young not to push or butt you.


kids. Baby goats.


Wean. To separate a nursing kid from its mother.


When is the best time to buy goats?


The best time to buy goats is when they are very young. You will have the fun of watching them grow up, while they get used to you and your ways.


Most kids are born in late winter or early spring. They can be sold as soon as they are weaned, at 6 to 8 weeks of age.


If the kind of goat you want is in big demand in your area, you may have to arrange the purchase before the kids are born. Be prepared to pay a deposit.


[image: image]


You will have fun watching young kids grow up.



How much will it cost to buy my goat?



The cost of goats varies widely, depending on where you live and what kind of goat you want. Get the best goat you can afford.


One way to get started inexpensively is to become involved in a goat chain. You will be given a young female goat in exchange for your promise to pass along her first female offspring to someone else.


To find out if a goat chain operates in your area, ask your county Cooperative Extension Service agent or members of your local goat club. Perhaps you can help start a goat chain.


You’ll need to be sure you can afford to feed your goat. The average goat eats about 1,500 pounds of hay and 400 pounds of concentrate per year. Check current local prices to determine how much this feed will cost you.


How much it costs you to house your goats depends on whether you use existing facilities or build from the ground up. Other costs include veterinary care, breeding fees (if you breed your goats), dairy supplies (if you raise milk goats), and shearing costs (if you raise Angora goats). For a full start-up cost analysis, see page 157.


Concentrate. Nutrient-rich supplemental ration consisting of grains and other plant products.


What will I get in return for the time and money I invest in my goat?


If you raise dairy goats, each doe will give you about 90 quarts of delicious fresh milk per month for 10 months of the year. You and your family can drink the milk or use it to make yogurt, cheese, or ice cream. Surplus milk can be fed to puppies, chickens, pigs, calves, or orphaned livestock and wildlife.


From each meat wether, you will get 25 to 40 pounds of tasty, lean meat. It can be baked, fried, broiled, stewed, or barbecued.


If you raise fiber goats, from each adult Angora you will get 5 to 7 pounds of mohair twice a year. From each cashmere goat you will get less than 1 pound of down a year.


Each doe you breed will give you one kid or more per year. Every day, each goat will drop a little over one pound of manure, which makes good fertilizer for a flower or vegetable garden.


Some of your goat products can be sold to help pay for the upkeep of your goats. No matter how much money you earn, though, you cannot put a dollar value on the rewarding feeling you get when you raise happy, healthy goats.


Wether. A buck with its sexual organs removed.


Where did goats come from?


Goats evolved 20 million years ago during the Miocene Age. They are herbivorous mammals, meaning they eat plants, give birth to live young, and nurse their young with milk from external glands.


Wild goats were domesticated 10,000 years ago in the area now occupied by the countries of Iran, Iraq, and Israel. In the days of the early explorers, sailors kept goats on ships to provide milk and meat on long voyages. Dairy goats were brought to North America to supply early settlers with milk.


Scientifically, goats belong to the suborder Ruminantia or ruminant. A ruminant is a hoofed animal with a four-part stomach. Other ruminants are cows, deer, elk, caribou, moose, giraffe, and antelope.


Within the suborder Ruminantia, goats belong to the family Bovidae, which includes cattle, buffalo, and sheep. Goats and sheep together make up the tribe Caprini.


The subtribe Capra consists of six different species of goat. All domestic goats are grouped together as Capra hircus.


Herbivorous. Plant-eating.


Domesticate. To tame.


Ruminant. A hoofed animal with a four-part stomach.





CHAPTER 1

Different Goats for Different Folks
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Goats come in many kinds and colors. Your purpose in keeping goats will determine the best breed for you. A breed is a group of related animals, all having the same general size and shape. Worldwide, there are over 200 different goat breeds. Different breeds have characteristics that are useful to humans in different ways.


Some breeds are efficient at turning the food they eat into hair you can spin to make scarves, sweaters, and other items. Some breeds are efficient at turning their food into milk or meat.


Some breeds are smaller than others. They produce less milk or meat than larger goats, but they are easier to raise in small spaces.


No breed is better than any other, so choose the breed you like best. Knowing the parts of a goat will help you make your selection.


Dairy Breeds


A goat that produces more milk than is needed for nursing kids is called a milk goat or dairy goat. In the United States we have six dairy breeds. They are Alpine, LaMancha, Nubian, Oberhasli, Toggenburg, and Saanen.


Alpines, Oberhaslis, Saanens, and Toggenburgs are closely related and look somewhat alike. They all originated in the Swiss mountain region known as the Alps, and are referred to as the Swiss breeds. The Swiss breeds all have upright ears and straight or slightly scooped-out faces (called dished). They may or may not have wattles — two long flaps of skin dangling beneath their chins. The Swiss breeds thrive in cool climates.


LaManchas and Nubians originated in warmer climates and so they are grouped together as tropical or desert breeds. They are better suited to warm climates than the Swiss breeds.


You can’t tell for sure how much milk a doeling (young doe) will give when she grows up, but you can get an idea by looking at her dam’s (mother’s) milk records. An average doe will give you about 1,800 pounds or 900 quarts of milk per year.


Dished. The scooped-out facial profile of Pygmies and some Swiss breeds.
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Dairy Character


The term dairy character refers to the characteristics of a doe that give you reason to believe she will be a good milker. Here’s what to look for:


[image: images] The udder should be soft, wide, and round.


[image: images] Both teats should be the same size and they should hang evenly. They should be high enough not to drag on the ground or get tangled in the doe’s legs when she walks.


[image: images] The rib cage should be well rounded, indicating the doe has room for lots of hay or browse to fuel milk production.


[image: images] The jaw should be strong and should close properly so that the doe has no trouble eating.


[image: images] The legs should be strong and sturdy.


[image: images] The doe’s skin should be soft and the coat smooth.


Swiss Breeds


Alpine. Alpines have long necks and two-tone coats, with the front end a different color from the back end. A mature doe weighs 135 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 170 pounds or more.


Udder. A doe’s milk-producing gland.


Teats. One of two protrusions at the bottom of a doe’s udder.
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Eric Bear and his young Alpine doe in the show ring.


Oberhasli. Oberhaslis, the oldest Swiss breed, are bay (reddish brown) with black markings. A mature doe weighs 120 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 150 pounds or more.


Saanen. Saanens are all white or cream colored. A Saanen of any other color is called a Sable. A mature doe weighs 135 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 170 pounds or more.


Toggenburg. Toggenburgs range in color from soft brown to deep chocolate. They have white ears, white face strips, and white legs. A mature doe weighs 120 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 150 pounds or more.
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Oberhaslis are reddish brown with black markings.


[image: images]


Carolyn Ramo shows her Saanen doe at the New York State Fair.


[image: images]


This Toggenburg has her long winter coat.



Tropical Breeds



LaMancha. LaManchas come in many colors and are the calmest of the dairy breeds. LaManchas have very small ears or no visible ears at all. A mature doe weighs 130 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 160 pounds or more.


Nubian. Nubians come in many colors and are the most energetic and active of the dairy breeds. You can tell a Nubian from any other goat by its rounded face (called a Roman nose) and long floppy ears. A mature doe weighs 135 pounds or more. A mature buck weighs 170 pounds or more.


[image: images]


La Manchas look like they have no ears.


[image: images]


John Gray with one of Eileen Martin’s Nubians.


Buckling. Young male goat.


Meat Breeds


Throughout the world, more goats are kept for meat than for any other purpose. In many countries, goat meat is preferred over any other meat.


Just over half of all goat kids are bucklings (young males). Since the world needs very few mature bucks, most bucklings are raised for meat. Surplus goats of any breed can be used, but a breed developed specifically for meat puts on more muscle than a dairy breed.


The meat of a 2- or 3-month-old kid weighing 25 to 30 pounds is called cabrito or chevrette. The meat of a one-year-old wether weighing about 80 pounds is called chevon. Meat from older goats is called chivo or mutton.


When you raise a meat goat, keep your purpose in mind from the start. Don’t think of the animal as a pet. Instead of giving it a cute name, call it something like “Barbecue” as a reminder.


Cabrito. Spanish for goat kid meat.


Chevrette. French for goat kid meat.


Brush Goats, Range Goats, Spanish Goats


Meat goats are sometimes called brush goats or range goats because they are often allowed to roam over brushy range, eating plants to keep the land cleared. They are also called Spanish goats because they were first brought to this country by Spanish explorers. Sometimes the explorers left goats behind to furnish meat for later explorations.


Spanish Goat. Spanish goats vary widely in shape and color. The term Spanish therefore refers to a type of goat and not a breed. Mature does weigh 80 to 100 pounds, bucks weigh 150 to 175 pounds.


Chevon. Goat meat.


Chivo. Meat from an older goat; mutton.


San Clemente Goats


During the 1500s, Spanish goats were left on San Clemente Island, off the California coast near San Diego. A few descendants of those goats still survive. They are a kind of living history, since they show us what goats looked like 500 years ago.


At one time there were so many goats on San Clemente that they nearly destroyed its vegetation, so the island’s owners tried to get rid of them. The breed is now in danger of disappearing. The American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (their address is at the back of this book) is working hard to bring them back.


San Clemente Goat. San Clemente goats are smaller and more fine-boned than other meat breeds. They come in all colors, but the most common is tan or red with black markings. A mature doe weighs 30 to 70 pounds. A mature buck weighs 40 to 80 pounds.


Myotonic Goats


Another rare type of meat goat is the myotonic goat, sometimes called the “Fall Down,” “Scare,” “Stiff Leg,” “Tennessee Fainting,” “Texas Nervous,” or “Wooden Leg” goat. Myotonic goats are not a breed, but the victims of a genetic disorder called myotonia.


When a goat with myotonia is frightened by a loud noise, its muscles contract and its legs go stiff. If the animal is caught off balance, it falls to the ground and can’t get up again until its muscles relax.


Frequent tensing and relaxing of the muscles gives myotonic goats heavy thighs, making them good meat animals. Myotonia also keeps the goats from becoming aggressive, making them good pets.


They cannot climb or jump like other goats, so they are easily confined by a short fence. At the same time, they are easy prey for dogs, coyotes, and other predators.


The origin of myotonic goats has been traced to four goats brought to Tennessee in 1880 by a mysterious man from Nova Scotia who later disappeared, leaving the goats behind. When those goats were bred, the genetic trait was inherited by their offspring and passed on through other generations.


Myotonic. Myotonic goats come in a variety of colors. Mature does weigh about 75 pounds; mature bucks weigh as much as 140 pounds.


[image: images]


Myotonic goats come in a variety of colors.



Miniature Goats



Miniature goats are smaller and easier to handle than regular-sized goats. They also give less milk, which works out nicely if a large goat produces more milk than you can use.


They eat less and require less space than regular-sized goats. Their scaled-down housing needs make them ideal for very cold climates where they must spend a lot of time indoors.


The two miniature breeds are Nigerian Dwarf and African Pygmy. The two breeds look very much alike, making it difficult for a beginner to tell them apart. The Nigerian Dwarf is a miniature dairy breed. The Pygmy has the muscular build of a meat breed. Despite its stockier build, a Pygmy doe produces about the same amount of milk as a Dwarf.


You can expect about 300 quarts or 600 pounds of milk per year from a miniature doe, one-third the amount from a regular-sized goat. The milk from miniature goats tastes sweeter than other goat milk because it is higher in fat.


[image: images]


African Pygmy goats have blocky bodies.


Agouti. Two-tone hair color that gives the coat a salt-and-pepper look.


[image: images]


A young Nigerian Dwarf


African Pygmy. Pygmies are blocky, deep, and wide. Their faces are dished. The most common color is agouti, meaning they have two-tone hairs that give the coat a salt-and-pepper look. Mature does weigh 35 to 60 pounds. Mature bucks weigh 45 to 70 pounds.
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