ANN DOOLING, HELENA MONTANA USA

In 1988, my husband and I were looking to do something with our small farm.  We looked at fish farming – we were right on a Blue Ribbon trout stream; we looked at a commercial chickens, either a hatchery or meat production; we thought about a commercial rabbitry, raising rabbits for meat production; we even thought about raising llamas, since they were “the thing” to do in 1988.  There were a lot of exotic animals that were quite popular then, such as the pot-bellied pig, llamas, ostriches, the list goes on.  We gave it some thought, and decided that exotic animals were not the way for us to go.  The definition we gave to exotics is that there is generally no meat market.  Therefore, there is no breed improvement if you can’t dispose of animals that don’t meet the specifics of the breed you want to raise.  You are more or less stuck with every one of them.

Cashmere goats came to our attention, and we bought a small herd of about 12 goats, which we called our “practice” goats.  They were a motley crew, but served well to teach everyone about taking care of them.  We subscribed to the Australian cashmere breeders’ association, receiving their quarterly magazine.  In that magazine, we learned who the major breeders were and contacted Jim and Sheba Browne, of Karakan Cashmere.  They were regularly winning awards with their fiber production, and also had a very large herd of over 1000 goats.  We took a trip to Australia early in 1989 to visit their farm, learn a bit more about cashmere, and selected 200 goats for importation to the US.  
The goats had 90 days of quarantine – 30 on the originating farm, 30 in Australian quarantine, and 30 in our USDA quarantine station in Honolulu HI.  They traveled in two three-storied crates on a Qantas 747 to Honolulu, and then to Sacramento on the same plane 40 days later.  (Plane was delayed one week because it was in Germany for maintenance.)  They arrived in Sacramento in mid-June, 1989, and we picked them up in a large cattle semi, and drove them home.  Every time we stopped for any reason, suddenly there were 200 little faces peeking out of all the little air holes in the truck.  

There were 194 does and 6 bucks, and all the does were bred to bucks other than the 6 which arrived, giving us over 10 family lines.  Since we brought them from their summer to ours, they kidded in November, which would have been their spring.  We brought them from about 25 degrees south latitude to about 37 degrees north latitude, which turned out to be a significant detail.  All these goats were pedigreed, with full fleece production records.  After they were shorn the following spring of 1990, their fleece weights were almost double per animal from what they were producing in Australia.  They continued producing very heavy fleeces the entire time of the project.  

During the next 15 years, we produced nearly 5000 kids, selling most for breeding stock to other breeders, and many castrated males to the meat market.    We showed goats around the country from time to time, earning many ribbons.  
Our first shearing was in 1990, and we sold our first clip to Forte Cashmere Company, the then-major buyer of US cashmere.  In 1991, we chose to keep our clip mainly because it was large enough to do something with, had it processed and spun into yarn, and started a knitting company called Montana Knits.   Montana Knits employed 6-8 knitters full time for 8 years.  I started buying cashmere fleeces from other buyers around the country, and quickly became the major buyer of cashmere for the next 8 years.  I took a classing class, earned my certification as a cashmere classer, and then classed around 5000+ fleeces a year thereafter.

At Montana Knits, I learned how to design and write patterns for anything anyone could ever want.  There are currently about 200 original designs in my line.  I traveled the county, participating in wholesale shows with my cashmere garments.  My major line was cashmere for babies, and I did the International Kids’ Fashion Show at the Javits Center in NY City twice a year, selling cashmere to all kinds of stores in NY.  I also did all the dyeing, mixing about 64 different color formulas.
In the meantime, I focused on breeding the best cashmere possible, and learned a lot in the process.  I somehow came to the attention of ACDI-VOCA, which is a USAID (US Aid for International Development) funded farmer-to-farmer program.  They called me in June of 1996 and asked me if I was willing to go to Mongolia and help with the Cashmere Breed Improvement Program.  I said that I would be interested, but not in June.  I wanted to go in the winter so that I could see what the problem was.  They were amazed, to say the least, that someone would actually want to go to Mongolia, to the Gobi desert, in the middle of the winter.  

In August of that same year, they sent 12 Mongolian herders to my farm to spend 3 or 4 days learning about cashmere and also about the knitting plant, which was on the same property.  When I went there in late November of that year, I traveled about 1400 km around the Gobi Desert visiting all the herders who had come to my farm, and was amazed to find my picture in many of their gers.   I taught them 3 different subject matters on that trip, traveling from one small village to another the whole time.
I came home for Christmas that year, and was immediately sent back in January to teach a classing class in Ulanbaatar, the capital city.  All the herders came to my class from the countryside, as well as all the classers for Gobi, Forte, Amicale, and Buyan.  It was very surprising to me that the major processors in Mongolia sent their classers to my class.

In 2000, after 8 years of knitting full time wholesale production, I closed down the knitting plant, didn’t knit for 2 years, and then knitted just one-at-a-time custom knitting till I took down my website last year, closing Montana Knits completely, after nearly 20 years in the business.
Also, during the summer of 1999, we bought and moved to Montana about 3000 commercial Spanish goats, a wild meat breed from Texas.  We had them on weed projects around the state, and bred them with our pedigreed bucks, producing some pretty nice kids, knowing that secondary follicle development is highly hereditary.

By the time I sold the goats and the farm, there were around 2000 pedigreed goats (I needed several hundred bucks alone for breeding with the commercial goats), and about 3000 Spanish goats.  

