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It might be interesting for us to note that there are numerous references to the camel in 

Scripture.  Already in the days of the patriarchs these animals were essential to their nomadic 

way of living.  From a ceremonial point of view, the camel was considered an “unclean” animal 

although it was a ruminant (cud-chewing) and had cloven hoofs.  However, its cloven hoof did 

not strictly conform to divine regulations for “clean” animals because the foot was enveloped in 

a hardened skin and the pad that covered the sole of its foot also enclosed the two toes.  Although 

its meat was forbidden, the Israelites were allowed to partake of its sweet milk. 

The camel was valuable for other reasons: it was indispensable as a beast of burden 

because of its ability to carry enormous weights (in fact as much as 1,300 pounds).  Then, too, 

the hair of the camel was used in weaving a coarse cloth which was made into tents and clothing.  

Also, in the New Testament, we find a reference to this animal, for in Matthew 3:4, we read that 

John the Baptist was clothed in raiment of camel’s hair, (incidentally, this could prove to be very 

suitable because of its soft texture and because of the fact that it was water repellent). 

Camels may be classified into two types—the Bactrian camel and the Arabian camel.  

The former inhabits the rocky deserts and snowy wastes of Tibet, Turkestan and Gobi Desert 

(north-central Asia).  It is adapted to this particular region because of its long hair, which 

protects it from the cold; it also has shorter legs and harder feet enabling it to withstand the 

hardships of the rugged terrain.  The outstanding characteristic is its double hump, but it is also 

heavier and much slower and is capable of swimming short distances. 

In contrast to this, the Arabian camel is found in India, Northern Africa, Arabia and 

Australia.  It has a single hump, long legs, short hair and is unable to swim.  There are 

approximately 3 ½ million Arabian camels and about 1 ½ million Bactrian camels.  The 

dromedary is a special kind of Arabian camel which is noted for its fleetness of foot; in fact, it 

can cover almost 100 miles in one day. 

Camels, in general, are peculiar looking animals indeed, for they have enormous, sad, 

melting eyes, two large quivering nostrils, tiny ears and a pronounced “hair lip”.  Camels are 

stupid animals, but very submissive and live to be about 40 or 50 years old. 

How wondrously is this creature adapted to its mode of life in the desert.  In times of 

sand storms, they can close their nostrils with little flaps and the eyes have an additional set of 

lids to insure protection from dust and sand.  Then, too, the feet are peculiarly adapted in that 

they can spread out sideways to prevent sinking into the yielding sand.  Perhaps, the most 

marvelous form of adaptation is the hump which consists of accumulated layers of solid fat, 

important as a reserve when journeying and the food supply is low.  The hump decreases in size 

as the days go by, for gradually the “reserve” is being used.  These humps make up about 1/15 of 

the total weight (or the equivalent of about 80 pounds in the adult camel).  The hump is an 

indication of the animal’s physical fitness and the camel driver is very fastidious about the 

condition of these humps before commencing his journey.  However, these humps do not contain 

cells for water storage as has been frequently supposed; although it is true that the fat when 

oxidized by the body to produce energy also gives water as a by-product, (thus, 80 pounds of fat 

will produce about 10 gallons of water). 

Another amazing feature of adaptation is the ability to go long periods without water, for 

a camel can go five or six days without drinking.  Until recently, it was thought that water was 



stored in two pouches located at the sides of the rumen (first stomach).  However, experiments 

seem to indicate that the pouches do not store water, but merely act as salivary glands absorbing 

their water from general body tissue and secreting it into the rumen to moisten the food in 

preparation for digestion.  It is thought that the water is stored throughout the connective tissues 

of the entire body, particularly directly under the skin.  When the animal drinks, the entire body 

seems to fill out.  Peculiar as it may seem, camels can become intoxicated with water, if the 

animal is not supplied with salt at the time of watering. Then it develops a case of “mad 

staggers”.  The enormous consumption of water (10-25 gallons) so lowers its salt concentration 

that the body becomes weak and it loses its sense of balance. 

Another factor in making this animal suited to desert life is the type of food which is 

eaten, for the camel eats the coarsest of foods, such as twigs, thorns, shrubs, nettles and leaves.  

Such a diet enables it to survive the sparseness of the desert, while other animals with weaker 

powers of digestion would perish. 

An interesting historical incident occurred some 2500 years ago when Cyrus of Persia 

defeated the army of Croesus by frightening the opponent’s formidable cavalry with a herd of 

camels.  Horses are very allergic to the odor of camels and consequently, Croesus’ cavalry reared 

and reversed direction when meeting the camels. 

During the campaign of the Middle East, the Arabs sold many camels for food and 

transportation to the warring nations. Some of the Egyptian custom officers suspected a certain 

group of regular traders, for when they offered to purchase some of their camels, they refused 

even when the price suggested was three times the prevailing price.  Suspicion prompted their 

seizing a few and examining them carefully.  Imagine their surprise, when they discovered ¼ 

pound tins of narcotics in the camel’s rumen (crop).  Hence, a law was passed which requires 

routine X-ray of a certain number of camels of the caravan crossing the border. 

Thus, from the dawn of history to the present, the “ship of the desert” has proved to be 

invaluable, especially as the burden bearer in these sandy wastes.  Once again, we must marvel at 

the special adaptations of the creature to its own unique environment! 
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