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PRODUCE YOUR OWN  
milk, cheese, meat, fiber, fertilizer, and more

Deborah Niemann exemplifes the best spirit and action in homestead  
animal care. What a great contribution to self-reliance.

— Joel Salatin, Polyface Farm

INCORPORATING dairy goats into a diversifed homestead can be the key 
to greater self-suffciency. Responding to questions and concerns from readers 
from all over North America and beyond, this fully revised and expanded edition 
of Raising Goats Naturally will help readers work with nature to raise dairy goats 
to produce milk, cheese, meat, fertilizer, leather, fber, and soap — all without 
relying on drugs or following the factory farm model.

By observing your own animals closely and educating yourself about their 
specifc needs, you can create an individualized plan for keeping them healthy and 
maximizing their productivity. This unique, fully illustrated guide will teach you 
to help your herd thrive with:

•	Breed-specifc descriptions to help you choose the right goats  
for your goals and lifestyle

•	Detailed information on housing, fencing, breeding, health,  
milking, and nutrition

•	Complete recipes and instructions for making your own cheese,  
dairy products, and soap, and for cooking with goat meat.

Packed with personal experiences and backed up by expert veterinary advice 
and scientific studies, Raising Goats Naturally brings together a wealth of 
practical information on raising goats for the love of it and using their milk and 
meat to become more self-reliant.

Raising Goats Naturally is an easy-to-read, all-encompassing guide  
to getting started with goats.

— Lisa Steele, author, Fresh Eggs Daily and Duck Eggs Daily www.fresheggsdaily.com

Raising Goats Naturally is perfect for beginners as well as seasoned owners  
and a defnite must for any goat keeper’s library.

— Jeannette Beranger, Senior Program Manager, The Livestock Conservancy

Deborah Niemann is a homesteader, writer, and self-sufficiency expert who presents  
extensively on skills for living a more self-reliant life. She has raised livestock for over 16 years and 
is the administrator of a popular online forum and social network focused on Nigerian Dwarf 
dairy goats. She is also the author of Homegrown and Handmade: A Practical Guide to More Self- 
Reliant Living, and lives and farms with her family in Cornell, Illinois. You can fnd her online at  
ThriftyHomesteader.com

www.newsociety.com



Praise for Raising Goats Naturally — ​2nd Edition

With endearing personal stories and layman’s scientifc explanations, Raising 
Goats Naturally lays an enjoyable and empowering foundation for goat-rearing 
success on the self-reliant farmstead. Deborah Niemann exemplifes the best 
spirit and action in homestead animal care. What a great contribution to 
self-reliance.

— Joel Salatin, Polyface Farm

Now with even more detail and information, Raising Goats Naturally is a com-
panion to anyone considering or keeping goats. Neimann is knowledgeable and 
her information complete, but she also brings a heartfelt love for her herd to 
her writing. Her passion for goats translates into excitement throughout the 
book, and will surely make readers eager for goats.

— Kirsten Lie-Nielsen, author, The Modern Homesteader’s Guide  
to Keeping Geese, hostilevalleyliving.com

Back in 2009, I wanted to start raising goats. I thought it would be fun to add a 
small herd to our small farm. My husband didn’t quite see eye to eye with me 
and long story short, we ended up raising chickens and ducks instead. But my 
dream of a herd of goats still lives on. Raising them naturally would of course be 
of utmost importance to me and after reading Deborah’s book, I feel confdent 
about being able to do just that. From choosing a breed, birthing and raising 
babies, to feed, supplements, and health issues, Raising Goats Naturally is an 
easy to read, all-encompassing guide to getting started with goats. Now to con-
vince my husband . . .

— Lisa Steele, author,  
Fresh Eggs Daily: Raising Happy, Healthy Chickens Naturally  

and Duck Eggs Daily: Raising Happy, Healthy Ducks Naturally

I’ve always been a fan of Deborah Niemann’s no-nonsense holistic approach 
to keeping goats. She has an encyclopedic knowledge of the species and this 
book is a direct refection of that amazing expertise. Raising Goats Naturally is 
perfect for beginners as well as seasoned owners and a defnite must for any 
goat keeper’s library.

— Jeannette Beranger, Senior Program Manager,  
The Livestock Conservancy



Raising Goats Naturally thoroughly covers all aspects of what goat owners need 
to know to succeed with their goats. We have owned goats on our homestead 
for many years and I was impressed with how much information is packed into 
this book. I would highly recommend it for those just starting out with goats, 
but it’s got enough detail for experienced goat keepers too!

— Lesa Wilke, farmer and blogger,  
betterhensandgardens.com

In Raising Goats Naturally, Deborah Neimann cuts through the formulaic and 
often infexible so-called “expert advice” and encourages us to get to know our 
animals and listen to what they tell us. Drawing on vast experience, Neimann 
ofers an upbeat, authentic glimpse of what life with dairy goats is really like. 
This book is important because it brings animal husbandry back to the fore and 
delivers the goods in a highly integrated manner that’s every bit as enjoyable to 
read as it is important for goatherds of all experience levels.

— Oscar H. “Hank” Will III,  
Editor-in-Chief, GRIT Magazine  

and author, Plowing with Pigs
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Preface to the Second Edition

The day after the frst edition went to press, I saw a study about the 
proftability of does raising their own kids in a commercial dairy. How 
I wished I could have included it in the book, but it was too late. As the 
last fve years have ticked past, however, more studies have been pub-
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from people who read the frst edition, and I realized that some sec-
tions of the book needed to be expanded. A few new topics needed to 
be added, such as foppy kid syndrome and skin cancer, which had com-
pletely slipped under my radar before the frst edition was published.

If you read the frst edition, you won’t see any new chapters in this 
one. I’ve simply incorporated a lot of new information throughout the 
book. Regardless of whether you read the frst edition, I hope this book 
will help you worry less and enjoy your goats more.





1

INTRODUCTION

It was love at frst bite when I tasted goat cheese at a party in Vermont 
when I was 19 years old. More than a decade passed before I saw goat 
cheese in a grocery store and immediately snatched it up. But at a dollar 
an ounce, it was a rare treat. When my husband and I started talking 
about moving to the country to grow our own food organically, goats 
were one of the three species of livestock I wanted, and I wanted them 
simply for that delicious cheese. I wanted chickens for eggs and cows 
for milk and butter.

While the chickens and goats proved to be easy for a city slicker to 
learn to raise, the cows were a diferent story. I had purchased Irish 
Dexters, which are the smallest breed of cattle, but I quickly learned 
that it really didn’t matter whether a cow weighed 800 pounds or 1,500 
pounds — ​if she wanted to do something, she could easily get her way 
because she outweighed me by so much that it was hopeless.

In purchasing both the cows and goats, I made similar mistakes. I 
bought animals that had no experience with milking, and I didn’t even 
buy animals whose mothers had been milked, so the genetic potential 
as milkers was a mystery. I made the novice mistake of assuming that 
because every female mammal makes milk, they would all make good 
milkers. I knew nothing about udder texture, teat size, orifce size — ​
I didn’t even know what an orifce was! And it never occurred to me 
that a cow or goat might not be terribly excited at the prospect of being 
milked.
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Learning to milk the goats was not the easiest thing I ever did, 
but it wasn’t terribly difcult either. It was Mother’s Day 2002 when I 
brought home my frst two goats, a two-month-old doeling and an un-
related three-year-old doe that had been nursing triplets. My husband 
had built a milk stand based on pictures we found on the Internet. I 
arrived home with the goats shortly before sundown and attempted to 
milk Star, the three-year-old. We put her on the milk stand and flled up 
the feed bowl. She took a couple of bites, but as soon as I touched her 
udder, she kicked the bucket, turned her head around, and glared at me. 
She continued to give me this look that I translated as, “What are you 
doing back there?” There were ultimately four of us working toward the 
single goal of extracting milk from this goat. My husband held her back 
legs so she couldn’t kick over the bucket. My two daughters scooped up 
the grain in their hands and sweet-talked her, saying, “Here, Star, don’t 
you want some yummy grain?” Star continued to glare at me. Then I 
remembered reading somewhere that music relaxes animals and that 
some people play music in their milking parlors, so I suggested that 
we sing. “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” seemed appropriate given the 
goat’s name, but she was not impressed. However, within a few days I 
was able to milk Star by myself with no one holding her legs or sweet-
talking her or even singing. It was my frst lesson in the importance of 
the three Ps: practice, persistence, and patience.

The cows were a completely diferent story, though. I was never 
able to even touch their udders. Despite the fact the seller had said 
they would be very easy to train — ​“Just tie ’em up for a couple of days, 
and they’ll be following you around like a dog” — ​they were range cows, 
never handled during their frst year of life before I purchased them. 
Although livestock are domesticated, they have to be handled from the 
time they’re born, or they can easily return to a feral state of mind. We 
wound up selling our frst two cows after a couple of years, but I also 
came to the realization that we didn’t need cows. The goats could meet 
all of our dairy needs — ​and more. 

That soft creamy cheese that so many people call “goat cheese” is 
more correctly called chèvre (pronounced like “shev”), and it is possible 
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to make many types of cheese and other dairy products from goat milk. 
The frst cheese I made was queso blanco, and it was quickly followed 
by chèvre, yogurt, kefr, and queso fresco. A few months after starting to 
make cheese, I began to make goat milk soap. Then we started making 
aged cheeses. Eventually we learned to make 100 percent of the cheese 
that our family uses, including cheddar, mozzarella, Parmesan, Gouda, 
Havarti, and more. Although we were vegetarians when we started our 
homesteading adventure, today we also eat goat meat and use goat 
leather. Even our goats’ manure contributes to our homestead, as it is 
the only fertilizer we use in our garden.

It makes a lot of sense to raise goats for milk production for your 
family because goats are smaller than cows, eat less, poop less, are eas-
ier to handle, and produce a more manageable amount of milk. A poten-
tial buyer called me a few years ago because after a couple of years with a 
cow, her family realized that they didn’t need the amount of milk a cow 
produced. They were not interested in making cheese, so it made no 
sense for them to have an animal that was producing fve gallons of milk 
a day. Because dairy animals are all herd animals, you always need to 
have at least two, and with goats it is easy to add to your herd, especially 
when that special kid is born that you just can’t bring yourself to sell. 
“Just one more goat” doesn’t eat nearly as much as “just one more cow.”

My journey with goats has been an interesting one, generally made 
easier and only sometimes more complicated by the internet. I joined 
online groups and forums where people would answer my questions 
when I came across a situation that was not answered in any of my 
books. In the early 2000s, most of the people answering questions on 
the groups had been breeding goats for at least a few years and had a lot 
of good information. Today, however, because goats have become more 
common, there are a multitude of websites and blogs putting out infor-
mation, some of which is questionable or downright wrong. Although 
information is more plentiful than ever, it is also more challenging to 
weed through it all to get accurate information. Social media has made 
it even more challenging. I’ve seen people giving kidding advice when 
they’ve only had one or two sets of kids themselves. It’s not unusual 
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for a person to ask a question and get more than 50 responses, many of 
which are contradictory.

There is no one-size-fts-all approach to raising goats. When I was 
in graduate school working towards my master’s degree in communica-
tion, I had a professor who would often throw out a question and after 
someone gave an answer he’d nod and then ask, “Anyone else?” Some-
one would hesitantly raise a hand and say, “Well, it depends.” The pro-
fessor would smile and respond, “That’s the grad school answer.” He 
would reassure the frst person that their answer was not necessarily 
wrong and point out that there could be multiple right answers to the 
question, depending on the situation. This is often the case when rais-
ing goats. Many people want to know exactly what to feed, what supple-
ments to use, and whether a management practice is safe. Usually the 
answer is, “It depends.”

The goal of this book is not to put forth the single best plan for 
raising goats and making dairy products. Quite simply, the best plan on 
my farm probably won’t work for most other farms. It should be obvi-
ous that goats on the Illinois prairie will require diferent management 
from those in the Arizona desert or the mountains of British Columbia. 
But if the farmer two miles from me raised goats, they would require 
diferent management as well because the well water on that farm does 
not have the high sulfur content of my well. If I’m starting to lose you 
because it sounds like raising goats might be too complicated, wait! It 
really isn’t.

The goal of this book is to give you the information you need so 
you can fgure out what will work best for you and your goats. I see a 
lot of new goat owners online asking why they see so much contradic-
tory information and wanting to know who is right. Is a certain brand 
of mineral the best? Should you give injectable mineral supplements? 
Why can one person’s goats do well with a mineral block while other 
goats need loose minerals? The reality is that sometimes two people 
with seemingly opposite ideas are both making the right decision for 
their goats. This is why it is important for you to understand the “why” 
behind recommendations. If you simply try to duplicate the practices of 
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some award-winning herd, you could wind up with dead goats, and that 
is not an exaggeration or a hypothetical conclusion. It has happened.

Throughout this book, I’ve included stories that tell you about what 
various goats have taught me. I’ve done this because I truly believe that 
I have learned far more from my goats than from any book, website, 
or veterinarian. Your goats will let you know whether your manage-
ment style is working for them. This book will give you a good basic 
knowledge of goats’ needs, but ultimately it is by listening to your own 
animals that you will fgure out the best way to care for them. When a 
goat gets sick, has difculty birthing, or dies, it has just given you valu-
able information about your management practices and possibly about 
its own genetics. It is also giving you information when its fertility rate 
skyrockets or milk production goes down. Whether a kid grows quickly 
or slowly, it is giving you information about its mother’s milk produc-
tion. This book will help you understand what the goats are telling you 
so that you can provide them with the environment and diet that will 
help them reach their genetic potential.

You may be wondering what “raising goats naturally” means. It 
is defnitely not what happens in factory farms, but it is not strictly 
organic either. It is important to understand that under organic stan-
dards an animal cannot be denied medical attention. The animal is sup-
posed to be treated with conventional medication when necessary, but 
its milk cannot be sold as organic for the rest of the current lactation. 
Once a meat animal has been treated with conventional medication, it 
can never be sold as organic. There is no legal defnition of “natural” 
food, but in my world it means that animals are not given antibiotics in 
their daily rations and they are not injected with hormones to increase 
milk production or to get bred. They are not given dewormers on a reg-
ular basis — ​either chemical or herbal. Just as it is my personal goal to 
have a diet and lifestyle that allow me to stay healthy and avoid routine 
medications, my goal for my herd is that they will stay healthy with the 
proper diet and management.

Goats have enriched my life in so many ways, from their charming 
personalities to their delicious cheese. Unfortunately, goats have a bad 
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We started our little endeavor partly 
because I’m horrifed by factory farm 

treatment of animals and partly because 
I think a lot of the food that is being mass 
marketed right now is very unhealthy to 
downright poisonous.

When I started raising our chickens and 
goats, I had an epiphany about the “cost” of 
food. And I don’t really mean money. Huge 
chain stores advertise “cheap” food, but I 
think the idea of “cheap” meat, eggs, or milk 
is an insult. There is nothing cheap about life. 
The amount of waste in this country gener­
ated either by individuals overindulging or 
restaurants or other institutions throwing 
food away afects the real cost of food, just as 

do poor management practices in the 
mass production of meat or eggs that 
cause huge recalls and the disposal 
of thousands of pounds of these 
products.

I have learned by watching preg­
nant does waddle around, scream in 

labor, and go through everything they 
go through to make milk that it’s a big deal. 
It isn’t just some beverage that appears in a 
bottle at the grocery store: an animal car­
ried a baby, delivered and loved that baby, 
and then put their life energy into making 
that milk. I can’t stand to waste an egg or 
a cup of milk that I and my animals have 

labored over producing (pun intended). An 
enormous amount of collective efort, ani­
mal and human, has gone into that egg or 
milk, and it is special. To associate “cheap” or 
“disposable” with this milk is to say that my 
little goat’s life, love for her baby, and efort 
to make milk is not worthy of the dignity we 
generally assign to living beings. I think that 
separating the food product from the inti­
mate relationship with the living being that 
produced it is what allows us to treat factory-
farmed animals so terribly.

Around the world, I see that some animals 
are aforded a certain quality of life or pro­
tection under the law, such as pet dogs, and 
some are not, such as factory-farmed animals. 
Some people are aforded certain rights, and 
some people are deprived of these rights due 
to societal prejudice. It is my personal philos­
ophy that no life, human or animal, is cheap or 
expendable. My greatest hope for our farm is 
that my human children will grow up with an 
enduring respect for all life. I hope they know 
there is not a type of animal, breed of animal, 
or use for an animal that justifes forcing that 
animal to live with zero dignity or respect. I 
believe that this sort of respect for animal life 
will also help them to understand that there 
are no “types” of people who are less deserv­
ing of any quality of life.

— Juliana Goodwin, Punta Gorda, Florida
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reputation — ​undeserved, in my opinion — ​for being difcult to handle 
and having of-favored milk. And some people wrongly assume that 
having a dairy animal sentences you to twice-daily milkings every day 
of the year with no holidays. So another goal of this book is to dispel 
misconceptions about goats. 

Whether you are just thinking about getting a couple of goats to 
make your own cheese or you are further along in your personal goat 
journey, there is always more to learn. Every goat is an individual and 
will present you with its own unique personality and physical traits. 
The milk that you get from month to month will be a little bit diferent, 
providing you with cheese-making surprises. Like every other aspect of 

The Question of Lactose

Can I drink goat milk if I’m 
lactose intolerant? The answer 
to this question is actually 
quite complicated. Many 
people assume any type of 
physical discomfort follow-
ing milk consumption is due 
to lactose intolerance, but 
there are a number of reasons 
why you may have difculty 
drinking milk. If you are truly 
lactose intolerant, you cannot 
comfortably consume any 
milk because all milk contains 
lactose, a milk sugar. Aged 
cheeses will have less lactose 
in them as they age, so the 
older the cheese gets, the less 
you may react to it.

A true milk allergy, how-
ever, is a reaction to the milk 
protein, and this allergy can 
vary when consuming milk 
from one species to another, 
so you might react negatively 
to cow milk but be able to 
drink goat or sheep milk. 
There are people who have 
difculty digesting pasteur-
ized milk but are fne with raw 
milk. And then there is the 
most confusing group — ​those 
who react negatively to dairy 
products only sometimes. 
They may be reacting to the 
drugs or hormones that are in 
the milk, which can vary from 
day to day, depending upon 

whether the milk came from 
a farm that uses hormones or 
when a cow received her last 
dose of an antibiotic. Even 
though no detectable level of 
antibiotics is permitted in milk 
for sale, a sensitive person 
may react to residual levels 
of antibiotics that are below 
what is detectable by modern 
testing procedures.

If you cannot happily 
consume milk and dairy 
products, try goat milk or goat 
cheese before actually buying 
a couple of goats to make sure 
that you will be able to eat 
and drink your homegrown 
products.
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living a self-reliant lifestyle, you can’t expect perfection. But at some 
point you realize that perfection really is not the goal.

The reason you have goats on your homestead is not necessarily to 
produce the perfect cheese or to create a million-dollar corporation 
that makes artisanal goat cheese. Goats on your homestead provide 
you with milk that is fresher than anything money can buy. It comes 
from animals that spend their days outside in the sunshine breathing 
fresh air. It comes from animals that have names and are loved and 
cared for. They are not given hormones to increase milk production or 
to grow faster than nature intended. Your homegrown meat and your 
homemade dairy products are free from ingredients that you can’t pro-
nounce. Although homestead goats can save you money, the reality is 
that the benefts are priceless. 



PART I

Planning, Purchasing, and Protecting

If you grew up consuming cow milk, you may have considered a cow 
when you decided to start producing your own dairy products. But 
there are plenty of reasons why goats are a better option for most 
people in modern society. Goats are easier to handle simply because 
they are smaller than cows. If you did not grow up on a farm, where 
you got used to handling cattle, goats will be less intimidating. It can be 
almost impossible to fnd a trained milk cow to purchase, but training 
a goat is not as difcult or as potentially dangerous for the novice as 
training a cow that has never been milked. It is also less expensive to get 
started with goats because they do not require the heavy-duty handling 
equipment needed for safe handling of cattle.

Although goats are easier to raise than cattle, this does not mean 
that you can just bring them home and let them run free in the pasture 
and expect all of their needs to be met. This section will give you the 
information you need to consider before getting goats as well as infor-
mation on choosing a breed, on housing, bedding, fencing, livestock 
guardians, and more so that you have everything in place 
and ready when you bring your goats home. If you al-
ready have goats, this section might give you ideas 
for making your life easier or your goats happier.




