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The story of the "Cariboo Camels" has been told and retold many times
but seldom has Kamloops' close connection to these creatures been
mentioned. Camels were first used in North America with some success by
the U.S. Army in the 1850s in the desert country of the Southwest. In
1862 Otto Esche brought a consignment of the two-humped Asian camels to
San Francisco.

In April of the same year John C. Calbraith, a Seton Portage rancher
and packer, imported 23 of the bactrian camels from San Francisco to use
as pack animals on the Cariboo Road. His name is seldom mentioned
thereafter and the major people in the syndicate which owned the camels
were Frank Laumeister of Lytton, Adam Heffley a North Thompson rancher and
Henry Ingram of Grande Prairie, now Westwold.

From May to October the camels were used as pack animals between Seton
Lake and Lillooet and up to Barkerville. The animals carried 400 or more
pounds each, much more than any horse or mule could manage. In May of
1863 they were once again in service but only for a short period, as camel
trains were soon discontinued.

The camels were put out of service for a number of reasons. First
there was a serious problem with the camels' suitability for the rocky
terrain. MWhile they could carry enormous loads (the large one carried 800
pounds, the others 400 to 500), apparently their feet took a beating. The
other problems were social in nature. The other pack animals, horses,
mules and oxen found them and their odor both offensive and frightening.
Whenever a camel train appeared in a town or came arcund a bend in the
trail, they caused the other animals to rear or stampede.
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Camels are notoriously difficult to manage for inexperienced
handlers. Beside being stubborn creatures, they have nasty habits like
spitting copiously when annoyed and a penchant for eating anything, such
as clothing and soap.

Before long Frank Laumeister, the most prominent owner, was beset with
complaints from packers and miners and threats of lawsuits for damages.
He and his partners decided to cut their losses and divest themselves of
their camels. The Victoria Colonist called the camels "the greatest
failure of the season".

The remaining twelve camels were either set free or purchased and
local folklore abounds with stories of people being frightened by camels
throughout the southern interior. Many of the animals did not survive
long in the very cold climate of the Cariboo. A few others were killed
for meat and one was mistaken for a grizzly bear and shot. The killer,
John Morris who later struck it rich at Barkerville, was thereafter known
as "grizzly Morris".

Kamloops has a number of connections with these camels in later
years. Some of them survived for some time on the bunch grass and were
occasionally seen wandering wild in the region. On September 28 of 1868
Charles Moffat, the trader at the Hudson's Bay Company post at Kamloops
reported in his journal:

"Received a visit from a camel, much to the astonishment and

terror of my children. After showing us how the camels do in
Asia, such as kneeling down and squeaking, etc., he took his

departure, chewing the cud of contentment".

Another story, which is difficult to substantiate, is that in the
1870s the infamous McLean brothers mounted two of the camels in one of
their escapades. The story is that they rode the camels into a herd of
cattle just rounded up by local ranchers and stampeded them.






