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The above picture was taken in the county of Wiltshire, southern England, in 1889. It 
shows not less than forty goats at rest in a lane, some of which are browsing.  This is the 
third photograph of an Irish travelling herd that has come to light, and it adds to our 
knowledge of a fascinating aspect of both the history of the Old Irish goat and Victorian 
goatkeeping practice in England.   

 

The sense of the scene is that after a day of steady walking, and in which the drover in 
the picture has been advertising his wares and selling milk and the occasional goat from 
village to village and in market towns on his annual route through southern England, he 
has walked his ‘herd’ off the main route and up a quiet lane as the day fades away.  
There, the goats will browse and eventually settle for the night, the drover sleeping 
alongside them. It was known that the goats stayed perfectly calm when the drovers were 
amongst them, and clearly these goats are calmly going into, or coming out of, a period of 
feeding.  

As to the goats themselves, they look exactly like the travelling herd that was 
photographed in Dorking Market, Surrey, a decade later, and it is perfectly possible that 
the herd in question is on its way to this market town. Both herds may have ended up in 
Kent, this being the furthest limit of Irish travelling herds through the south of England. In 
fact only two years after this photograph was taken, and in the autumn of 1891, there is a 
record of a travelling herd of 300 Old Irish goats- controlled by three men, three boys and 
five dogs,-taking this route.  



Alternatively, this travelling herd may have angled a little up and east, to end their 
journey at the famous Barnet Fair, Hertfordshire, and where goats were sold by the 
hundreds.  

 

A comparison between the 1889 travelling herd (above) and the one in Dorking, Surrey, in 1897 

(below). 

 

Interestingly, there appears to be a male with this herd, males not 
being mentioned in this context. This is therefore the first primary 
evidence that ‘pucs’ accompanied the droving herds.  

Also, there is a polled goat, as is found in the Dorking herd 

 

What is also noticeable is that many of the 
goats have the typical long faces of both the Old Irish and Old 
British breeds, this being emphasised by a dished face and 



delicate muzzle. The small pricked ears that also typify the breed are  prominent as well.  

 

Colour patterns are difficult to determine, although white goats appear to be present, and 
the Lightbelly colour pattern and possibly Bezoar are represented. Pied goats, including 
Belted, are well represented.  

No kids can be seen, although it would have been the practice to sell off females, with 
their offspring, once they kidded.  

Having got used to ‘caps’ in the droving context, it was a bit of a shock 
to see a drover in a hat, although it would seem that Irish farmers and 
cottagers at this time wore a mixture of both: 

 

Although the breed is noted for being ‘cobby’, meaning that in conformation the legs are 
never longer than the body depth, a first impression of these goats is that they are a little 
‘leggy’.  Goats in the herd, even so,  do have rounded barrels, although the ‘leggy’ 
impression is due to some animals being rather slab-sided, which would give an impression 
of leanness. English goatkeepers did remark upon the slab-sidedness of Old Irish goat stock 
at this time, and we wonder whether the rigours of extensive walking and make-do-and-
mend feeding regimes may have played a hand in this.  



The importance of the influence of such herds as this cannot be overstated in the context 
of late Victorian goatkeeping in England.  They may look to be rough and ready, and thus 
not the idealized dairy goat that had been promoted by the British Goat Society (founded 
in 1879) for the previous ten years; but they found their place, even so, in English goat 
history.  

When William Cobbett undertook a journey on horseback through the countryside of 
southern England and the Midlands during the 1820’s, this being published in book form as 
Rural Rides in 1830, he noted that he could travel for days without seeing a goat, 
wondering why the labourers would not keep this animal.  

With the coming of the Victorian Goat Revival of the early 1870’s, 
there was an attempt to promote goatkeeping in rural areas where 
the milk trains were denuding the countryside of cow’s milk, and 
with the effect that generations of rural poor children were being 
brought up without benefit of milk. It was this dearth of 
goatkeeping in rural areas that the Irish drovers, who first came to 
England as traders in rags and scrap, noted. Thus it was that the 
Pahvees of South Armagh exploited this lack of goatkeeping in many 
areas and switched to droving with their Irish travelling herds.  

Being astute businessmen, they were able to promote the goat as 
the useful utility animal that it was: an uncomplaining, self-
sufficient, all-weathers animal that gave enough milk to  a family 
for hardly any cost.  This meant that at the time that this travelling 
herd was in Wiltshire, little Old-Irish goats were most likely to be 
the typical native goat stock that was pegged  out on commons and 
village green alike in all weathers to get by, find their own living, 
and then be milked each evening at the cottage door.  

More than this, even, they found their way into the goat shows that 
became a regular event in and around London from 1875.  

At the Goat, Mule and Donkey Show, for instance, this being held at the Alexandra Palace 
in July, 1881, classes I and II were for British and Irish goats, this demonstrating that the 
Old Irish breed was valued at shows. Also, an Irish male named Goliath took first prize in 
Class III, whilst Kathleen, a four-year-old Irish female,  was entered in Class II, without 
taking a place at show.  

When we look at these 1889 Old 
Irish goats, it is more than 
interesting that an Irish goat just 
like these took second place in 
the ‘Horned , Long -Ha i red 
Females’ class at the Crystal 
Palace Goat Show of June, 1883, 
this being just six years before 
t h e s e f e m a l e s w e r e 
photographed.  

Her name was Betsy, and she was described as offering ‘rare proof of being an abundant 
milker’. Giving 3.75 pints of milk a day.  



Betsy appeared again at the ‘Goat Show At The Royal Aquarium’ in June, 1886, and she 
again took second place in her class.  Then, and remarkably, she was described as having 
an udder little if at all inferior to that of a Kerry cow, showing her milking capabilities to 
great advantage. With two kids at heel, however, she ‘violently resented all attempts to 
test its merits in this respect’.   

So it was that goats from Irish travelling herds helped to revive goatkeeping over swathes 
of rural areas in England, introduced goats milk to many a market and industrial town, and 
even held their own at goat shows when the perceived wisdom of goat improvement was 
the exact opposite of their type, this being short-haired and hornless.  

Lastly, did the reader take note of the events in the background 
that were likely to disturb the tranquillity of the scene? At first 
glance it is puzzling, although a closer look reveals a be-hatted 
Englishman on a Victorian three-wheeled bike, the design being to 
have the large, side-by-side wheels to the front. Such human-
powered vehicles were developed during the 1820’s through to 
the 1850’s, and technically were tricycles.  

They were powered by pedals, treadles and hand-cranks, and 
came in a range of designs, as can be seen below: 

 

 

Here we see a clash in 
social history, with the Englishman using a recent technology  
to bear down on a quiet scene that relies only on putting boots 

and hooves to the ground.  

By the time that this cyclist appeared on the scene, the drover, 
had he acquired his goats in the west of Ireland as was often the 

case, would have already walked nearly six hundred miles, as well as taking boat across 
the Irish Sea. His goats would have similarly walked far, this being around 400 miles; and 
here was a late Victorian gentleman out for the evening at a pace that was not far off ten 
times their rate of travel, and equalling the speed of a trotting horse!  

Of such is the stuff of history made, this being everyday encounters that bring into contact 
differing ways of life of equal value socially. The Englishman may have had the superior 
form of travel, but the drover may have well been about to introduce him to an animal 
that could have been of immense value to him and his family, even to have changed his 
perception of healthy living.  




