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	Camels
April 16, 2008


	Camels have a special place in my heart.  My nickname in high school was “Camel”.  In our school, some of the best athletes had animal nicknames.  For example, the best football player was Paul Allen and his nickname was “Horse”.  Paul was big and fast and one of the best high school football players ever in the state of Utah.  Well, we can’t say that about me but I was the best basketball player during my senior year.  Why did they call me camel?  I don’t know - maybe I ran like a camel.  When I was in the Navy stationed at Kenitra, Morocco, I got the chance to ride on two camels.  It was fun!  My nickname while in the Navy was the Big Drifter.  Some where along the line I decided to use this name for my logo and email code name.  It was pretty close between the camel (my basketball number was 44) and the big drifter cowboy.  Which do you like best?  I’m thinking about changing it.  
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For some reason, camels have a reputation for being bad-tempered stubborn creatures that bite, spit, kick and have a bad odor.  Well, the camels I got to know didn’t do any of these things and I thought they smelled better than the Arab handlers who guided us out into the Sahara Desert.  Riding on a camel is not like riding a horse.  You sit high in the air on a rug covered saddle-chair thing.  The camels I rode were not allowed to run and its walk was more like riding in a row boat then on a horse.  Camel move both legs on one side of its body, then both legs on the other.  This gait creates a rolling motion like that of a ship.  It was a great experience but I never want to go back to Morocco because most of the Arab population there were a bunch of unwashed thieves.     
There are two major categories of camels:
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	The Bactrian camel has two humps and is native to central and east Asia.  It has more fur and is suited for the rugged cold climate of Mongolia and China.  There are about 1.4 million Bactrian camels world-wide that are mostly domesticated.  They are mainly used for work and transportation.
	The dromedary or Arabian camel has a single hump and is native to the dry desert areas of western Asia and northern Africa.  There are about 14 million dromedary camels alive today and almost all of them are domesticated. This is the type of camel that I rode on.
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Here are some interesting facts about camels (in alphabetical order):

Behavior

In addition to my observations above, camels tend to be good-tempered, patient and intelligent.  They can be a little head-strong and unpredictable at times. The moaning and bawling sound they make when they're loaded up and have to rise to their feet is like the grunting and heavy breathing of a weight-lifter in action, not a sign of displeasure at having to do some work.

Body temperature

Camels are able to withstand changes in body temperature and water content that would kill most other animals. Evaporation of their sweat takes place at the skin level which results in a very efficient cooling system.  

Color

Camels come in every shade of brown, from cream to almost black.

Ears

A camel's ears are small, but its hearing is acute - even if, like the donkey, it chooses to pay no attention when given a command! A camel's ears are lined with fur to filter out sand and dust blowing into the ear canal.

Eyes

A camel's eyes are large, with a soft, doe-like expression. They are protected by a double row of long curly eyelashes that also help keep out sand and dust, while thick bushy eyebrows shield the eyes from the desert sun.

Feet

Camels have broad, flat, leathery pads with two toes on each foot. When the camel places its foot on the ground the pads spread, preventing the foot from sinking into the sand. 

Food

A camel can go 5-7 days with little or no food and water, and can lose a quarter of its body weight without impairing its normal functions. These days, camels rely on man for their preferred food of dates, grass and grains such as wheat and oats, but a working camel traveling across an area where food is scarce can easily survive on thorny scrub or whatever it can find.
Hair

All camels molt in the spring and have grown a new coat by autumn. Camel hair is sought after world-wide for high-quality coats, garments and artist’s brushes, as well as being used to make traditional Bedouin rugs and tents.
Hard skin

Thick callus-like leathery patches of skin on the knees help support the animal's body weight when kneeling, resting and rising.

Height

A fully-grown adult camel stands 6 feet at the shoulder and 7 feet at the hump.

Hump

Contrary to popular belief, a camel does not store water in its hump. It is in fact a mound of fatty tissue from which the animal draws energy when food is hard to find. 

Legs

A camel's long, thin legs have powerful muscles which allow the animal to carry heavy loads over long distances. A camel can carry as much as 990lbs but a usual and more comfortable cargo weight is about 330lbs. 

Life span

The normal life span of a camel is about 40 years.
Meat

The best camel meat comes from young male camels. It is regarded as a delicacy in the Arabian diet, and is gaining popularity in arid lands where it is difficult to herd sheep, cattle and goats. Although camel meat makes for tough chewing, the taste is a lot like beef.

Milk

Camel's milk is much more nutritious than that from a cow. It is lower in fat and lactose, and higher in potassium, iron and vitamin C. It is normally drunk fresh -   the warm frothy liquid is heavy and has a sweet taste.  I tried drinking a little camel milk and didn’t like it. 

Mouth

The camel has a large mouth, with 34 sharp teeth. They enable the animal to eat rough thorny bushes without damaging the lining of its mouth.  It can also be used as biting weapons against predators.  A camel gulps down its food without chewing it first, later regurgitating the undigested food and chewing it in cud form.

Nose

A camel's nasal passages are protected by large muscular nostrils that can be opened and closed at will. When a camel twitches its nose, it is cooling the incoming air and condensing moisture from its outgoing breath.

Speed

The normal “amble speed” for a walking camel is 3mph; a working camel will typically cover 25 miles a day.  (See the Racing Camels paragraph below) 

Tail

A camel's rope-like tail is around 19" long.

Water

Camels need very little water if their regular diet contains good, moisture-rich pasture grass. Although camels can withstand severe dehydration, a large animal can drink as much as 21 gallons in ten minutes. Such an amount would kill other mammals but the camel's unique metabolism enables the animal to store the water in its bloodstream.

Weight

A fully-grown camel can weigh up to 1500lbs.

The camel is the only animal to have replaced the wheel (mainly in North Africa) where the wheel had already been established.  Camels can go places a vehicle cannot even attempt to go.  Camels have been used as a means of transportation in arid regions like Egypt for centuries.
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Camel racing is a popular sport in the Arab States and Australia.  Camels can run at speeds up to 40 mph in short sprints and they can maintain a speed of 25 mph for over an hour.  So, which animal is the fastest – a race horse or a racing camel?  At short distance sprints (440 yards or less), the camel and the horse are about equal.  At distances over 440 yards, the camel will win every time.

As you can see, the camel is a very unique animal and I will end this column with a little camel humor.
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