Henry BAKER TRISTRAM,
ScHOLAR OF NATURE IN THE BBLE: His METHODS FOR
IDENTIFYING PLANTS AND ANIMALS AND His COMMENTARY

Abraham Ofir Shemesh

The English clergyman Henry Baker Tristram (1822—-1906) was the fore-
most specialist on nature in Eretz Israel in his time. Being a clergyman,
he was naturally interested in the Bible landscapes and nature. During the
four visits he made to Eretz Israel, he collected local plants and recorded
them, in addition to describing the fauna. His diary detailing his trip from
1863 to 1865 became a valuable document on the plants and animals
of Eretz Israel in the nineteenth century. His writings related the local
traditions he encountered, described geographical sites, and reflected the
local way of life. He also proposed his own interpretation of the biblical
names of plants, which are often quite original and even surprising.

His work is flawed in three respects. First, in many cases he failed to
mention his sources and did not explain how he reached his conclusions.
His interpretations lack a systematic scientific methodology to distinguish
biblical concepts. He assumed that what he saw in his time was identical to
the settings of the biblical events. Second, he used a very limited amount
of historical material for research that should have been supported by hard
facts. Thus, for example, he did not take Hebrew sources into account,
although they perpetuated a tradition of identifying local plants, which
explains why his identifications are often totally different, as in his
identification of the biblical apple as the apricot and the ‘arave nahal’ — as
the oleander (Nerium oleander). Third, although he made long visits to
Eretz Israel, he did not directly observe all the natural changes throughout
the seasons. Consequently he made errors. For example, he identified the
Autumn Mandrake (Love Apple) as the Mandragora autumnalis and stated
that its smell was unpleasant, whereas it is known to smell good when
ripe.
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D. Zohary and M. Hopf. Domestication of Plants in the Old World The Origin and Spread
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