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For Annie Dillard







GOAT SONG








Shepherd. They say that on your barren mountain ridge

You have measured out the road that the soul treads

When it has vanished from our natural eyes;

That you have talked with apparitions.




Goatherd. Indeed

My daily thoughts since the first stupor of youth

Have found the path my goats’ feet cannot find.




Shepherd. Sing, for it may be that your thoughts have plucked

Some medicable herb to make our grief

Less bitter.

—W. B. YEATS
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Prologue




EARLY JUNE. THE MOUNTAINS TURN TENDER GREEN THIS time of year, the skies become enamel blue. The goats wear bells around their necks while we hike up Mason’s Hill. There’s eight of us here today—seven goats, one human. We step through salad greens and the goats taste everything in sight: steeplebush, wild strawberries, buttercups, blackberry vines. We’re heading to the mountains soon.

Each day we wander the Vermont woods for an hour or two. I love the leave-taking, the sound of the goats’ bells, the brief nomadism. Herding is a way of doing something while doing nothing; it asks only for one’s presence, awake, watching animals and earth.

Wind rakes the trees. Clouds float shadows through the grass. We enter the woods and the goats eat ash, birch, and maple. This evening I’ll milk the does back in the barn and when the sun goes down I’ll make an aged cheese from their milk called a tomme. Months from now when snow covers the mountains, I’ll open that tomme and find this day again inside its rind: the aromatic grass, the leaves, this wind.

I call the goats on. They moan back from their branches. Hannah and Lizzie, Pie and Nisa, Penny, Eustace, and Alice—I know each voice as well as any human’s. We’re heading up the slope now. They nod through cinnamon ferns.

A goat path in the wild leads to mountaintops where other animals can’t go. Some afternoons I follow my goats and others they follow me. The Igbo of Nigeria tell their children, if lost in the wilderness follow a goat, she always knows the way back home. I’ve been following these goats back home each day, but where they lead surprises me still.

I want to take you there.









Beginnings




YEARS AGO I FELL IN LOVE WITH A FARMHOUSE IN West Virginia. The house sat at the head of a hollow—wide-board floors, a rusted tin roof—the last outpost before impassable mountains. You drove up a dirt road beside a murmuring creek and came to a cattle gate. When you hooked the gate again it felt like you were leaving the world behind.

I lived in Manhattan back then but never felt right in the city. I longed for fewer people and more trees. The rented farmhouse was an anodyne. Between semesters and on long weekends my wife, Dona, and I escaped to West Virginia. I adored the long drives, the eight-hour commute, the layers of Manhattan peeling away with each Mid-Atlantic state—New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia. It felt like stripping out of formal attire; by the Alleghenies we were down to underwear.

We were about to shake hands on the West Virginia farmhouse when a phone call came one night. The seller had burned down the house. Turned out he never really owned the homeplace—his sister did. He burned the house for spite. A family feud. An Appalachian story. The night the call came I mourned, convinced we’d never find such a perfect place again.

 

My whole life it seemed I’d been searching for a retreat in the mountains, a patch of land where I could grow my own food. I was a writer, Dona a photographer. We made our living—our art—with paper but we longed to make it with earth as well. Ever since reading Walden as a teen I’d nursed Thoreau’s old dream of self-reliance, his cabin along the lake, his meticulous lists of peas and beans. I admired how he wove literary culture and agriculture into one fabric—pen in one hand, hoe in the other—and how he understood that alongside civil disobedience, the most active thing one could do on earth was produce one’s own food.

For five years we searched for a home. We scoured the whole Northeast, looked at a hundred plots of land. One week a realtor called from Vermont. He’d found an eighteenth-century farmhouse on a dead-end road in the western part of the state. The asking price was absurdly low; the farmhouse had sat empty for years and nothing inside was expected to work. We might have to tear the place down, he confessed, and start anew. Yet the land was apparently stunning, worth the asking price alone. There was an orchard, a pond, outbuildings, a brook. Seventy-five acres of sheepland grown back to forest.

 

We drove there late one October afternoon when the trees had shed their leaves. The valley looked promising; narrow and forested with folded hills. An opalescent river tumbled aside the road. The pavement turned to gravel, then we jostled up a rocky drive and the house swung into view: bone white clapboards, mountains all around. We both knew right away.


 

This was over a decade ago. Back then neither of us knew much about animal husbandry (we’d both grown up in the suburbs). But soon Dona began photographing neighboring dairy farms and helping with chores; and that led to a familiarity—a friendship—with animals, particularly with goats.

This is the story of our first years with dairy goats. A story about what it’s like to live with animals who directly feed you. I tell of cheese and culture and agriculture, but also of the rediscovery of a pastoral life. Rediscovery because the longer I lived with goats the more connections I saw to a collective human past we’ve since forgotten, here in North America at least. I saw how so many aspects of our everyday culture—from our alphabet to our diet to elements of our economy and poetry—arose from a lifestyle of herding hoofed animals, and how unbeknownst to most of us, pastoralism still informs so much of the way we live today.

Goats had intrigued me for years—their intelligence, their seeming disdain of human dominion. I once trailed a herd of goats in India through the Thar Desert back to their homes at night. A herder led them into the walled city of Jaisalmer. The goats marched single file, hoofs clicking cobbles, while scooters and trucks squeezed past. At each narrow curve another doe broke from the parade and turned in to a home where a member of the household—a child or a woman—held open a wooden door and greeted the returning goat with a palmful of salt. The does had returned from the desert to be milked and bedded with their family at night. In the morning they’d gather again with the herder. I’d never seen such a wonderful arrangement before—goats and humans living side by side—but it was one of the most ancient continuous relationships between mammals.


In Vermont, Dona milked a neighbor’s goats when the neighbor went away. She brought home the raw milk still warm in a glass bottle. I made a queso blanco, the simplest cheese in the world. (You heat the milk, add a spoonful of vinegar, and the curds separate from the whey like magic; drain the curds in a cheesecloth, let them drip for a few minutes and—voilà—you’ve made a cheese.) The queso blanco was tasty but a bit rubbery. When the neighbor went away again I tried my hand at making chèvre. I had a small bottle of rennet and the right starter culture. The curds set up overnight and the next day I drained them in a cheesecloth. When we tried the fresh chèvre the following afternoon, it tasted like nothing we’d ever eaten before—a custard, a creamy pudding, the cheese so young and floral it held within its curd the taste of grass and herbs the goat had eaten the day before. It seemed we were eating not a cheese, but a meadow.

 

The French used to call cheese “the drunkard’s biscuit.” That afternoon we were intoxicated without drinking a thing. We devoured the creamy chèvre smeared on slices of bread, ran fingers across the plate. We couldn’t understand why it tasted so good. Was it the raw unpasteurized milk, or that we knew the goats—their labor and ours? “Who has not sometimes derived an inexpressible satisfaction from his food, in which appetite had no share?” wrote Thoreau. “I have been inspired through the palate.”

That afternoon we decided: it was time to get our goats.









Yearlings


Begin, my muses, begin

the herdsman’s song

—THEOCRITUS, IDYLLS






MARY BETH BOLDUC LOOKED EVERY BIT THE MILKMAID: rust-colored curls, porcelain arms, eggshell blue eyes. We’d met her in the driveway to her farm. She was a chemist and cheesemaker who lived across the border in New York State. We’d come to her farm to choose four goats from her herd. It was May and the lilacs were in bloom. Mary Beth swung open the metal gate to her paddock. She was wearing green Wellington boots.

Mary Beth raised American Nubian goats. She bred them not only for the butterfat in their milk—good for cheese—but for their size. Hers were large goats, tall, long-legged—ladylike was her term. They stood on a hill in her field, twelve does and one enormous buck, each copper or ecru with black spots or stripes or airbrushed belts of caramel and white. Long white ears framed their faces like large parentheses. They all had white topknots, as if someone had squirted Reddi-wip on each one’s head. They were not like the goats I learned about as a child, the ragged white and bearded nanny and billy who licked tin cans. These were all coffee and cream and mocha. Elegant creatures. Enchanting. They’d all been disbudded—dehorned—which was safer but sad. How magnificent they’d have looked with crowns of horns.

The sun dipped from a cloud and bathed them in amber. A watercolor of goats. We could hear newborn kids calling from the barn.

 

We wanted to start our herd slowly, with two kids and two yearlings, and gradually build our numbers. The thirteen-month-old yearlings would be ready to breed that fall; which meant, with any luck, by next spring they’d birth their own kids—and we’d then have milk.

Mary Beth ushered us into her barn. A swarm of kids rushed the gate. They bleated and nickered and pooled around our legs, lifted tiny hoofs to our knees. Mary Beth bottle-raised them all, which explained their excitement over us. They followed us around like puppies—a tide of wagging tails.

Dona squatted and a kid leaped into her lap. A small one sucked my finger. Most were brown but one sported white polka dots and another was eggplant black with a buttery undercarriage—she looked like an Italian loafer. Mary Beth had saved these two for us; she knew Dona worked in black and white.

I went outside to look at the yearlings. The does were grazing down the hill. They raised heads and watched as I approached. The yearlings were easy to tell from the adults: smaller, with twiggy legs, a teenage awkwardness. A pair broke from the pack and loped toward me. One was golden with a satin coat; the other mahogany with orange and black face stripes. Their long white ears flapped when they trotted. They ran across the meadow like flying nuns.

The golden doe shoved her head into my palm and demanded a scratch. The mahogany turned her face toward mine. The golden doe closed her eyes and made an odd purring sound. The mahogany one studied me, unconvinced.

I walked. They followed. The golden doe rubbed her head against the mahogany’s neck; the mahogany reared on hind legs and crashed down toward the other’s head: an invitation to play. Then they both reared in perfect choreography and balanced on back legs and twisted heads to the right. For a second their forelegs hung suspended in the air, then they crashed down skull to skull. You could hear the knock of bones, like billiard balls.

When they had enough play the golden doe came over for another scratch, then they browsed again. Halfway back to the barn they exploded into an epileptic run. They kicked legs out to the sides, flung heads, spun bodies. A caper. A capriole. I never really saw where the words came from but now their origin was clear: capra, the goat.

In the dark of the barn Dona and Mary Beth were bottle-feeding kids.

“So,” Mary Beth asked with a grin. “Did you choose any goats?”

No, I said, I hadn’t; but two of them had chosen me.

 

The golden doe was registered with the American Dairy Goat Association as “Tuffins’—Meadow Hannah,” the mahogany with the face stripes as “Tuffins’—Meadow Lizzie.” Tattoo numbers AN1352274 and AN1352276 respectively. They were half sisters, sired by the same father (Galloup-n-Bootleg Speakeasy) and out of different mothers (Alice-of-Jewel and Zoey). The two newborn kids hadn’t yet been registered or named.

We handed Mary Beth seven hundred dollars that afternoon. She’d keep the four goats until we were ready. First we needed to build a fence and barn. The difficult part was about to begin.









Pasture




AN APPLE ORCHARD LAY TO THE SIDE OF OUR HOUSE. Twelve Northern Spys with mossed bark and sapsucker holes. The trees hadn’t been pruned in decades and the apples they bore came wrinkled and deformed, the size of infants’ fists.

The orchard was the best place for a pasture: three acres of untamed fescue, clover, and goldenrod. Norway spruces encircled the spot. Given enough winters the goats would likely rim the apple trees, but that was the sacrifice we made: milk instead of Northern Spys.

All summer we ran fencing. I split locust posts, cleared brush, dug holes with a posthole digger. Every spare moment I spent in the orchard closing in the acreage with welded wire fence. Goats are notorious escape artists and everyone in the valley had a story (most of them untrue) about how goats could unlatch gates, leap six-foot fences, eat tires off of cars. The fence was less about keeping goats in than keeping other animals out: dogs, bobcats, bears. Especially coyotes. The valley echoed on summer nights with their howls.

The welded wire came in one-hundred-foot lengths. I humped the four-foot scrolls up hills and rolled them out like carpets in the grass. Dona held the running fence against trees while I pulled the wire with a come-along, then hammered it in place with two-inch fence staples. Spruce sap tarred our hands; sweat stung our eyes. Some evenings we worked long into dusk, when the hermit thrush sang in the woods, and the late sun reddened the fencing and gave the orchard an unexpectedly ordered look. A fence changes everything, makes an inside and an out, and suddenly a paddock appeared before us, a three-acre room where none had been before. It gave me pleasure to see, as if we’d made a tiny world anew.

An old chicken coop served as our barn. We cleared out rusted paint cans, guano, fishing rods. An ancient scythe, the delicate bleached bones of mice. I built a gate and sectioned off a part for milking and cut a door in the back leading to the paddock. We capped the crumbling roof with tin. All this, I thought, for cheese?

By first frost we still hadn’t finished the fencing and the gates had yet to be hung. It was already mid-October by the time we finally headed back to Mary Beth’s farm. We laid the backseat of the old Saab down and lined it with a tarp and a broken bale of hay. At Mary Beth’s place, Dona buckled collars around the yearlings’ necks—Hannah the golden doe, Lizzie the mahogany. Leaves hurled across the grass. Mary Beth lured the goats toward the car with apples. I helped her haul one doe and then the other into the hatch—each weighed about 130 pounds. Dona bundled the two small kids inside a dog crate and closed the wire door. They were the size of miniature greyhounds, and fit inside the crate with extra room.

The rest of the herd had come down to watch. They maundered softly across the fence. Hannah and Lizzie pressed faces against the car window and bleated. Somewhere in that crowd were their mothers, sisters, brothers, aunts, grandmothers. Would they miss them? Mary Beth stood by the gate and waved goodbye.

 

Out on the paved road, the yearlings settled. Hannah folded her front legs like a camel and sat. Lizzie did the same. Hannah laid her chin over the armrest and watched the landscape. Lizzie put her head on her sister’s back. The two kids slept inside their crate. Rain came in spurts. We couldn’t believe their calm; it seemed the does had been chauffeured around their entire lives. Hannah soon stretched her neck and began to chew her cud. Lizzie did too. The wipers slapped and the road turned black with rain.









Herd




THEY WERE A NEW HERD IN A NEW PASTURE AND WE were new herders—we all had so much to learn. That first afternoon we walked the four goats around the orchard. Lizzie stared across the lawn. Hannah moaned. The kids looked left to right. The grass was wet but the sky had cleared, and the does searched everywhere for the herd they’d left behind.

We brought them into the barn. Each investigated the iron manger, the newly painted walls. They raised and lowered heads, sniffed at everything. Their hackles rose when they saw the big black poodle. Lola was as astonished as they. Lizzie with the face stripes tried to butt the dog through the fence.

In the wild, when frightened, goats climb to the highest peak for safety. After dark that first night the does climbed the tallest hill in the paddock. Three times I found them with the flashlight in the dark, silent and bunched together in the woods. They followed me back to the barn, but a few minutes later, they ran back up the hill in fear. Finally I locked them inside; they’d have to get used to their new home sooner or later.


The next few days whenever we emerged from the house—to let the dog out or hang laundry or walk to the garden or garage—the goats screamed. We’d been warned: Nubians are the loudest of the domestic goat breeds and the cry of a goat is so haunting and dramatic our word tragedy comes from it: tragōidia in Greek—the cry of the goat. The goat song. It sounded as if the new goats were being skinned alive.

I fell for their histrionics at first; their faces and dangling ears pressed against the fence were hard to resist. The moment I entered the paddock they settled down. They circled around, a ring of goats, nudged and jostled and burrowed heads into my palm. I gave them a scratch, a rub, eight amber eyes turned up at me. If they couldn’t have their larger herd, they at least wanted us.

 

The days were lovely then, cool and sere. The mountains hung with red and golden leaves. At first light I lugged a bale of hay up to the barn, broke flakes into the mangers, filled water buckets. The does would already be at pasture. I’d tell Lola, “Go get the goats,” and the black poodle would race up the hill and find them, and soon they’d all spill down the hill, leaping and twirling, hooting, flying up and banking off a picnic table we’d placed in their paddock. Then we all climbed back up the hill together and the does ran beneath the Northern Spys. They balanced on back legs to reach hanging boughs, or used my chest for a leg-up. I knocked apples off limbs with a long stick, and the does chased them down and fought one another for the fruit. Lola watched for another prize. A goat’s anus would open like the aperture of a camera and produce perfectly round pellets, one by one. The dog ate them; we couldn’t convince her their feces were not a treat.

“Anyone who has the care of goats,” David Mackenzie wrote in his 1957 classic, Goat Husbandry, “soon grows to realize that the relationship between the goatherd and his flock is a great deal more personal, more intimate and more delicate than is usual in the farmyard.”

Personal, intimate, delicate. Those autumn afternoons I sat with the goats for hours on the hill. They gazed Talmudically across the mountains while they chewed their cud. Their breath smelled of spruce and rumen. Pie, the spotted kid, brought up a ball of cud and stood chewing like an outfielder with a pouch in her left cheek. We named her after the Gerard Manley Hopkins poem “Pied Beauty” because of her polka dots. The eggplant-black kid we named Nisa. She’d lay a small hoof on my arm until I scratched her brisket; and if I stopped she’d tap once again until I resumed. Hannah, the golden doe, came over and sniffed my ear or licked my chin. Lizzie watched the dog.

Every herd develops a hierarchy of its own, an acceptance of its members, even those at the bottom of the order. Goats establish rank by jousting, by rearing up on hind legs and crashing down horn-to-horn—or head-to-head. Usually the contests are playful, but sometimes a doe will bite or use her horns to slash or ram an inferior with bruising force. Outsiders to the herd are often picked on ruthlessly.

Hannah dominated from the start. Lizzie, her half sister, offered a little competition, but head-to-head Hannah had the weight and could sumo Lizzie aside with a thrust of her neck. Each evening the does played king of the hill on the picnic table. One would leap up on the tabletop and challenge the others. Hannah always won; no one could unseat her. She commanded the best place in the barn, right beneath the manger, a spot cushioned heavily with hay. From her throne she kept one eye on the door, the other on everyone else; and if she grew peckish she simply stretched her neck up and grabbed a mouthful of hay. In the mornings, Hannah led the herd out to pasture, and she brought them back to the barn at regular intervals during the day. Out browsing, she decided where and when the herd would stop. She’d stand on back legs and bend a sapling down with her forelegs and let the kids eat as well. She always gobbled the most apples, the most grain, the most amount of leaves.

A feral herd of goats consists of up to forty members. When the herd goes out to browse the herd queen leads and determines the course while the herd king—what David Mackenzie calls “King Billy”—takes up the rear. If Hannah was our apparent herd queen, in the absence of a resident buck, Lizzie, the mahogany doe, took the role of herd king. When we walked together in the woods, Lizzie always took the rear. While Hannah and Nisa and Pie grazed, the mahogany doe scanned the horizon. If the dog came too close, she’d step toward Lola with hackles raised and head lowered; and if Lola didn’t get the message Lizzie would rear and strike. Sometimes she rammed the dog just for good measure. At twilight she patrolled outside the barn. Only when everyone else had gone in for the night did she take her position by the door. Given her constant policing, Lizzie ate the least. She was all muscle and bone.

 

Those October days I took the goats up Mason’s Hill and walked them in the woods. Yellow leaves the size of serviettes still clung to the moosewood limbs. The goats devoured them with relish and picked still-green leaves off the honeysuckle bushes and searched for acorns. I didn’t drive the goats those afternoons the way one drives sheep or cattle. I walked alongside them. The relationship between the goatherder and his goats is one of trust, not threat; when we were out together the does followed wherever I went. Even if they’d found a cache of tasty acorns I could call them off and eventually they’d come away, complaining the whole time.

Unlike cows and sheep, goats are browsers; they eat plants with woody stems and leaves. Goats will graze grass, but given the choice, they prefer to eat up high (not only for the nutritional value of leaves and bark, but also because plants off the ground harbor fewer parasites). A goat will always reach for the highest twig or leaf. They’ll balance on back legs like circus dogs, or even climb the tree. On pasture sheep graze shoulder-to-shoulder, a straight line across a meadow; but goats go their own way, a loose confederation, with one eye always on the herd. If one gets separated from the others, she’ll momentarily panic before she finds them again.

“The goat is much more hardy than the sheep, and in every respect more fitted to a life of liberty,” wrote Thomas Bewick in his 1792 History of the Quadrupeds. “It chooses it 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.”

We lived in the mountains, but ours were gentle and green, with no dangerous precipices in sight. Yet on our walks when we came upon outcrops, the goats delighted in clambering upon them—as if they’d discovered land after years at sea. I tried to find them rocks wherever we roamed.

 

Like all ruminants, goats have four stomachs, the largest of which, the rumen, is a kind of fermentation vat containing thousands of microbes (bacteria and protozoa) that turn otherwise indigestible cellulose into food. When a goat goes off to browse, she fills her rumen to capacity with leaves and grass. Once sated, she retreats to a safe place—a barn or cliff or a place with a view—and in a quiet moment, usually in the company of others, she ruminates. She stretches her neck and regurgitates from her rumen a ball of partly digested cud. She chews this over and over, and the roughage further breaks down as it passes back and forth from the rumen to the reticulum. When she’s thoroughly masticated the material, she’ll extend her neck again—this closes a slit in the esophagus and prevents food from directly entering the rumen—and the cud drops into the third stomach, the omasum. Final digestion occurs in the abomasum, the “true” stomach, which corresponds to the single stomach of other mammals—a stomach like our own.

The arrangement of going out to browse and stuffing one’s stomach and digesting later works well for ruminants who are prey animals, in constant danger from predators. It allows them to gather a lot of material out in the open and return to the safety of their citadel to digest. Since leaves and grass are 80 percent water, it means a goat must go out several times a day to gather enough raw material and nutrients to keep her healthy. A goat’s day is spent ruminating, foraging, sleeping, and playing—roughly in that order.

Those mid-October days our does spent most of their mornings cudding near the barn. They lounged in the sun beside the picnic table, one leg splayed in front, the others tucked beneath. When the dew burned off the grass around eleven, they marched up the hill single file and grazed for a few hours, then returned at midday for a siesta inside the barn. Around three they foraged again for an hour; and at sundown filed out again for a long crepuscular feed. Twilight, they jousted on the picnic table or ran circles around one another and butted heads. Often we joined them in the paddock; the vesper bells from the monastery over the mountain would echo across the hills at that hour, and the wind stirred from the south. Dona brought out a currycomb and brush; and the does gathered around us in the umber dusk and pressed their heads close to receive our ministrations. “A poem should begin in delight and end in wisdom,” Robert Frost said. The goats were delightful those first weeks. The wisdom—and the work—came later.









Estrus




A STARTLING NUMBER OF PEOPLE ASKED US THAT FIRST year: When will you milk your goats? I had to remind them of what they already knew: that a female mammal needs to have a baby first to lactate, that cows and goats, like humans, don’t just spontaneously secrete milk. We had to breed our goats to get them pregnant to get the milk. The animal husbandry was a bit like the old Passover tune “Chad Gadya,” “One Kid Goat.” “Chad Gadya” is a cumulative chain song sung at the end of each Passover Seder, and every verse ends with a rousing “One kid goat!” And that’s what we needed to get milk from our does: chad gadya.

 

Goats in the northern hemisphere breed in autumn. Their kids gestate for five months and are born in spring when the grass begins to grow. Shortening daylight triggers sexual rut in male goats and estrus, or heat, in females. Throughout autumn a doe goes into estrus usually once every three weeks. Her heat lasts for as little as twelve and as long as forty-eight hours. The window of estrus each time is fairly small, and only during that period will a female “stand” for a sexually active buck and allow herself to be bred. A few hours off one way or the other, the doe will take a look at an aroused buck and run (she won’t “stand” for him). Bucks remain in rut throughout the fall, which means that season they’re always willing and always—horns or not—horny.

Had we kept a resident male in our herd we could have simply turned him out with the females at that time of year and they’d all have had their way au naturel when everyone was ready. But we kept no buck because—bucks stink.

During breeding season male goats secrete a pungent pheromone from scent glands on the head and under the tail. The hot, tangy odor comes from the chemical compound 6-trans nonenal, a smell one usually associates with particularly funky (or rancid) goat cheese. Nineteenth-century European farmers kept bucks in their barns under the false belief that their odor kept illness away from other animals. Their musk has hints of burnt steel, cat piss, and teenage sneakers. Since we didn’t want that fragrance around the house, we arranged to take our does to a buck instead. And if we had to chauffeur each doe to a date with a buck, we needed to know exactly when she was in heat. The window had to be, as it were, open.

 

I had no idea what a doe in “standing heat” looked like that first year. Each October morning I checked Hannah and Lizzie (Pie and Nisa were too young to breed that fall). Were their tails flicking? Were their vulvas engorged or oozing fluid? Were they acting odd or restless, more vocal than usual, or trying to hump each other?

I had to lift their tails to see. They didn’t like my sneaking around their rears, and soon grew wary of my advances. Hannah, who’d normally come right up for a scratch, now avoided me. The moment I tried to get back there she’d flee or spin around and face me, ears back, ready to strike. Heat in virgin does is not always easy to detect, and all our does were virgins. To goat sex, so were we.

The nights soon dropped into the twenties, and the days turned bitter and gray. By mid-November the does grew winter coats. Hannah put on a luxurious golden mink, Lizzie a mahogany fur. Nisa’s coat was lustrous black, and Pie’s a map of the night sky: Cassiopeia. In their new furs, they looked ready for a date with the buck. Dona phoned Mary Beth Bolduc and asked how we would know precisely when the does were ready. Mary Beth told us to come next Sunday and she’d give us a “buck cloth.” What was a buck cloth? Bring an empty jar and a rag, she said, and we’d see.









Pan


The wise people who created for

us the idea of Pan thought that of all

fears, the fear of him was the most

terrible, since it embraces all.

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON






SUNDAY WAS WARM FOR NOVEMBER, THE SKY THE COLOR of bleach. In Mary Beth’s driveway we caught the feral scent of buck. I carried a blue washcloth for the occasion. Dona brought an empty coffee can—Chock Full o’ Nuts.

Earlier that fall when Mary Beth’s buck started showing signs of rut, she’d separated him from the female herd. She wanted to time the breeding of her does so they’d all deliver around the same time in early May. She’d wait for Thanksgiving morning to let her buck out; this way her does would start to kid five months later and not before.

That morning Goliath paced his wire pen. The buck was jet black and hairy with a pink tongue and long black beard—he was the sire of our kids, Nisa and Pie. At this time of year, pumped on testosterone, he could be aggressive, but in his pen he looked magnificent—and magnificently filthy. His massive neck and head bristled with oil and musk. He looked as if he’d been hanging out at Jiffy Lube.

We followed Mary Beth to his small pen. The does tagged along behind. Goliath put his front hoofs on his fence and leaned as far across the wire as he could. His eyes widened; his tongue flicked. His penis lifted, a red divining rod, pencil thin. His testicles looked like two tennis balls sewn in a velvet sack. Few mammals’ gonads rival the relative size of a male goat’s testes.

Mary Beth ushered us into his paddock. Goliath stepped off the fence and considered us. His musk was intense; I felt it in my lungs. Eight months of the year he didn’t smell at all and he was friendly and docile, but once in rut his hormones turned him into a sex addict and a bully. He didn’t particularly cozy to humans during rut, unless you were a menstruating female (in which case he’d be very interested). “Owners should exercise caution working around sexually active bucks,” Mary Smith and David Sherman warn in their veterinary manual Goat Medicine. “A full-grown buck striking from the standing position can produce serious or fatal injury.”

Mary Beth approached Goliath. He eyed the does on the opposite side of the fence. Then he reached back toward his stiffened penis, lifted a hind leg, and shot urine into his mouth. Urine dripped down his beard, and he turned and stared at Mary Beth.

“Charming,” she said.

Goliath curled his upper lip, a response to something arousing in the air (biologists call the gesture the “flehmen reaction”). Mary Beth inched closer. They studied each other—woman and buck. Goliath nickered and stamped a front hoof. Mary Beth lunged and grabbed his collar. Goliath bucked. She yanked him down and threw him against the fence. Dona ran to help. He tried to jerk free, but Mary Beth wedged him with her hip against the fence.
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