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 Thousands of miles away on the island continent of Australia, there is an unusual 
collection of unique animals belonging to the class mammals (animals whose bodies are covered 
with fur and who nourish their young).  Mammals may be classified into three groups: egg-
layers, pouched and placenta. (The latter type is the kind of animal with which we are familiar as 
the dog, horse, pig, lion, monkey, etc.) However, members of the first two groups are found only 
in Australia with just one exception, the opossum. 
 Only two specimens of egg laying mammals are in existence today.  One of the 
remaining types is the duck-bill, which resembles the beaver in shape and size but its mouth is 
similar to the beak of a duck from which it derives its name.  However, the webbed feet, flat tail, 
and general appearance remind one of a beaver.  Anyone searching for this animal would find it 
inhabiting fresh water streams.  Contrary to the habits of the beaver, which builds its home of 
sticks and logs in the stream itself, the duck-bill burrows into the bank of the stream where it lays 
its solitary egg.  When the period of incubation is over the egg hatches, and the baby duck-bill 
receives nourishment from its own mother.   
 The other egg-laying mammal is the spiny-anteater, which resembles our native 
porcupine, but differs in respect to its mouth, for the anteater’s is a long slender tube-like 
structure, marvelously adapted to the capture of insects.  If one would investigate the interior of 
this unusual mouth one might be surprised to discover the absence of teeth.  However, it is 
equipped with an extended slender tongue which produces a sticky secretion enabling it to 
capture its prey.   
 Very interesting is the marsupial group or “pouched mammals”.  The young when born 
are so unusually helpless and immature that they require special care.  How beautifully adapted 
the mother’s body is for this very purpose, for, located in the lower region of the chest is a 
special pouch or marsupium into which the young climb after birth.  Here the young live and are 
nourished by their mother for several months.  Most of the marsupials are vegetarians; that is, 
they live on plants, getting their food supply from the roots and leaves.   
 Most of us are familiar with the kangaroo, which is characterized by its deer-like head, 
abbreviated fore-legs, long powerful hind limbs, and its large sturdy tail.  Many people have 
misconceptions concerning its size and often visualize it much larger than it actually is.  In 
reality, however, the species vary from the size of a rabbit to that of a sheep.  They are known to 
be very timid and cautious.  The most interesting feature is the development of the young.  
Imagine a baby kangaroo the size of your little finger, for they are only about one inch long 
when born! Gradually, these wee babies make their way thru the furry coat of the mother until 
they reach their destination- the pouch, where they find shelter and nourishment for a period of 
eight months.  Certainly, there must be an intimate love and maternal instinct of protection 
developing in that time.  The kangaroo’s tail is a great asset in sitting, for it acts as the third leg 
of the “stool”.  In some sections of the continent this pouched animal occurs in such great 
numbers that they prove to be a menace to the herdsmen who find it difficult to obtain sufficient 
grass.  The pouched animals, you remember, are vegetarians.  Their hides provide valuable 
leather for shoes, belts, and similar articles, while the natives use their meat as a source of food.   



 The wombat is a second example of a marsupial.  It resembles a small bear but its flesh 
tastes like pork.  Rugs and mats are made from the coarse long hair of the animal.  It might be 
interesting to add that it has nocturnal habits, for that is when it is most active. 
 Australia’s most fascinating animal, which has drawn international attention in the past 
few years, is the koala or “teddy-bear.” Our common toy, the teddy-bear, which is so greatly 
enjoyed by infants, is an imitation of the original, native to that continent.  The adult is about two 
feet long and weighs about twelve pounds.  Its soft thick fur, pudgy nose and friendly disposition 
make it a favorite subject of much affection.  Strange to say, this little animal drinks no water, 
and if given some, it endeavors to chew it.  The feet are well adapted, to climbing and 
suspending the body from limbs, as its toes are divided into groups of two’s and three’s.  Of the 
four hundred eucalyptus trees native to the continent, only twelve species prove to agree with the 
teddy bear’s finicky diet; all others have proved fatal.  With-out a doubt this explains why even 
the famous zoos in New York and London have not been successful in keeping them.  Only a 
few imported into California were able to maintain themselves, because a certain species of 
eucalyptus could be grown there.  When the baby koala is born, it is about the size of a small 
beetle.  It, too, like the kangaroo young lives in the mother’s pouch for eight months.  The next 
few months it clings to the mother’s back, and is thus carried about from tree to tree, riding like 
an Indian papoose.  Although they were at one time plentiful in the Australian forest, the number 
has decreased considerably, for they were ruthlessly shot and sent to the U.S. when the supply of 
fur diminished from our own forests.  The koala pelts were used for making cheap fur coats and 
other articles.  Today, however, a law prohibiting the killing and exporting of any koalas is 
rigidly enforced.  Furthermore, a large reserve, known as Koala Park, has been set aside to 
protect them.   

On our own continent we have the only marsupial existing outside of Australia; namely, 
the opossum.  There are approximately twenty species varying in size from a rabbit to a large cat.  
The young are so tiny that a dozen can be held at one time in a single teaspoon.  They are 
nocturnal in habit and maintain themselves by devouring small snakes and bird’s eggs.  When 
this creature is in danger, it relaxes its muscles and acts as if it were dead; hence, the expression 
“playing possum.” 
 There are many other very interesting animals in Australia with which most of us are 
unfamiliar, as the animal life there is very different from our own continent.  This article, 
however, merely introduced just a few of the unusual ones, in an attempt to stimulate your 
interest in further study.  
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