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Platypus: Bird, Beast and Reptile

One of the strangest animals known to scientists is the
duckbill platypus. A “down-under” creature from Australia,
the platypus is virtually unknown outside of its native land.

By BENITA TALL

BIRD, BEAST and reptile is exactly the
right answer to give if anyone asks you
what a platypus is.

At least it is the best answer if you
want to describe what this strange animal
looks like. With its duck bill, webbed feet,
tail like a beaver’s and venom spurs, the
platypus seems inadequately described if
you simply reply “beast; it's a mammal.”

Found only in eastern Australia and
Tasmania, this unique animal is rarely
seen outside its native land.

There the platypus lives a quiet life,
sleeping most of the day in its river bank
burrow. During the night it hunts for its
dinner: crayfish, shrimps, insect larvae, tad-
poles and earthworms. Actually, its appetite
has been a handicap to would-be platypus
keepers. In captivity the animal is known
to eat almost its own weight in earthworms
in a single night! Since the platypus is
quite particular in the food it will eat—
it must be alive—this can be expensive as
well as inconvenient. Several hundred
wriggling earthworms and dozens of grubs
per platypus is quite an order.

Special Home Needed

A platypus burrow may be as long as
30 feet, with a land entrance and a water
entrance. The platypus’s amphibian life—
it is an excellent swimmer and can stay
submerged for at least five minutes—has
presented another problem in maintaining
the animal outside its natural environment.

A special “platypusary” is required. This
consists of a long swimming tank, burrow-
ing bank (in which, hopefully, the female
will sometime build a nest) and assorted
burrows for living in. Generally, the
platypusary attempts to duplicate the ani-
mal’s river bank home. In the summer of
1947, three platypuses came to live in the
New York Zoological Park’s specially con-
structed platypusary in the Bronx Zoo—the
only one known outside the one at Heales-
ville, about 40 miles from Melbourne,
Australia. Tt is at these two places that
most people who wanted to see the strange
creature could get their first look at the
platypus. Now, unfortunately, the captive
animals can only be seen in Australia.
The Bronx Zoo’s platypuses all have died
and no others are known to exist in a zoo
elsewhere in the world, save Australia.

It has a short, thick trunk and powerful
limbs with webbed feet that can be used
for digging as well as swimming. The
nosc and upper jaw of the platypus re-
semble a duck’s bill; they are covered with
a smooth hairless skin, black on the sur-

face and “creamy” color underneath. Its
fur is short and velvety, dark brown in
color.

(Years ago thousands of the animals were
slaughtered for their pelts. They are now
legally protected.)

The platypus is also unique among mam-
mals in that the male possesses a poisoning
apparatus. He has a spur on the ankle of
each hind foot that connects with a venom
gland. A wound from this spur can cause
a painful swelling. The female has no such
weapon. A full-grown platypus will aver-
age about two feet in length and weigh
between two and four pounds.

About 1800 when a platypus skin arrived
at the British Museum in London, sci-
entists were very skeptical about the
creature. The skin was soaked in water,
the non-believers expecting to expose stitches
holding the furred skin to the ducklike feet
and beak. It was years later before it was
accepted that the platypus also did lay eggs
and did nurse its young as a “good mam-
mal should.”

Not too much is known about platypus

young. The female usually lays two eggs,
sometimes three, about three-quarters of an
inch long and a little more than one-half
inch wide. They are not hard-shelled, but
have a parchmentlike covering similar to
that of tortoise eggs. The nest is made
of weeds, leaves and grass. The female
apparently has all responsibility for the
young: she digs the breeding burrow,
makes the nest and incubates them without
help from the male. Incubation takes
about two to three weeks. When the
young hatch they are dependent on the
mother for several months. She holds them
to her abdomen with her tail where the
young obtain milk secreted in mammary
glands by licking the fluid that exudes
from the mother’s pores.

These primitive egg-laying mammals have
been bred in captivity only once. Towards
the end of 1943 zoological history was
made when Australia’s David Fleay, known
as the world’s leading authority on the
animals, announced a platypus had at last
been bred at the Sanctuary in Healesville.
This doubly unique animal was a female.

Ten years later, in 1953, the Bronx Zoo’s
platypuses Penelope and Cecil seemed
about to become parents. In early July,
Penelope developed a ravenous appetite.
Eucalyptus leaves placed in her pool dis-
appeared and this was taken as a good

PLATYPUSES TW O—The beaver-like tail and duck bill of the platypus
makes this mammal one of the most extraordinary animals in the world
today. The platypus, whose scientific name is Ornithorhyncus anatinus, s
believed to be a possible link with mammals, birds, fishes and reptiles.
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sign since the platypus is known to use
these leaves to line its nest. The platypusary
where Cecil and Penelope were exhibited
before the public was closed. Months later,
Penelope was exposed as a fraud. Disap-
pointed zoo officials found, after digging
for six hours into her burrow, that no
eggs had been laid. Penelope had enjoyed
four months of extra delicacies, attention
and undisturbed sleep.

Penclope was again the subject of much
attention in 1957, only this time there was
an unhappier ending. In July she disap-
peared, touching off the most extensive
hunt in the Zoo’s history. She never was
found. Less than two months later, Cecil
died. Romantics claimed it was because
of a “broken heart,” but Zoo officials be-
lieve it was probably of old age.

In June, 1958, two females and a male
were flown in and the U. S. once more
had platypuses at a cost of about $7,000
to the New York Zoological Society.
Despite the best care and attention, how-
ever, one female, Patty, died that Novem-
ber. The other two, Paul and Pamela,
seemed healthy and strong. Zoo experts
hoped the couple would break the Zoo’s
platypus record of ten years in captivity.

Altogether they have had seven platypuses
since the first one seen outside Australia
was exhibited in the summer of 1922. It
lived only 49 days. Betty, Penelope and
Cecil arrived next in 1947. Betty suc-
cumbed after exactly one year, four months
and eleven days of living in the Bronx.

Despite the years of care and millions
of earthworms showered on one of the
world’s strangest creatures, Bronx zoo-
keepers have been unrewarded.

Paul died on Dec. 20, 1958, and Pamela
lasted until March 25, 1959, when she was
found dead in her sleeping burrow. Loneli-
ness was discounted as a cause of Pamela’s
death. Zookeepers attributed it to old age.

As the world’s foremost authority on
platypuscs David Fleay has been investi-
gating why these strange creatures are in-
digenous only to Australia. As yet no one
has been able to explain this phenomenon.
These studies are made with platypuses in
captivity at the scientist’s beautiful Fauna
Reserve located at West Burleigh in Queens-
land, Australia.

Where attempts will be made again to
keep platypuses in captivity outside of
Australia is anyone’s guess.
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Because of its jelly-like interior character,
the earth acts like a fluid under the stress
of cosmic forces, and its shape changes.

Dwarf fruit trees bear fruit within three
or four years, while standard size trees take
five to ten years.

The most unsaturated fats and those
which help lower cholesterol levels are
those in fish and most vegetable oils.

Germination of seeds can be reduced con-
siderably by placing nitrogen too close to
the seeds.

OPTICAL BARGAINS

NEW! CIRCULAR SLIDE RULE!

Pocket Size—Fast—

Easy to Use!
Be a Math Whiz! New Circular

Slide Rule multiplies, divides,
gures fractions, percentages,
cubes, roots, squares, propor-

tions, circumferences, areas, re-
tail prices, fuel consumption.
Eliminates the confusions of ordinary shde~rules
Priced far lower. Faster, easier to learn an
Constructed of 2 aluminum discs with plastic indl-
cator. 3% ” diameter. Directions included.

Stock No. 30,336-Q............. $4.95 postpaid

NEW, LOW-COST LAB PROJECTOR
SHOWS EXPERIMENTS ON SCREEN

!!8_]0”
Graduated Tubes

Flat bottom glass tubes Graduated
to 8 ml. (in one ml.) Also gradu-
ated into 10 equal portions. Ex-
ceedingly useful for blending and
for any work requiring measurement
up to 8 ml.

Dozen $1.50; gross $15.00

Write for leaflet SNL-840

R. P. Cargille Laboratories, Inc.
117 Liberty St., New York 6, N. Y.
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g New way to teach chemistry, biol-

ogy. Project actual experiments
on screen, magnified for

% viewing. No individual ex
ments, errors, waste Important
phnses. reactions clearly seen. 3-
element, 80mm focal lenzth /3.5
nmstlgmat lens, fast 28mm focal
length, 4-element f/1.2 lens for
microslide projection. = Plastic
chemical holders and other acces-
sories available.

8tock No. 70-230-Q............ $39.50 postpaid
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STEREO MICROSCOPE

Over 50% Saving. Up to 8”
Working Distance —— Erect Imuge
— Wide 3 Dimensional Field
Used . for inspections, counting,
‘checkmg, assembling, dnssecting
2 of objectives on rota s
i turret Standard pair of wide fiels
10X Kellner Eyepieces give you
23 power and 40 power. Helical
rack and pinion focusing. TEN-
DAY TRIAL!
85,056-Q

Order Stock No.
......... $99.50 f.o.b. Barrington, N.J.

NOTICE!

EDMUND IS NOW HEADQUARTERS
FOR MATH LEARNING
AND
TEACHING AIDS!

Play This New Game—
MATH MAGIC . . .
The Fun-Way to Math Skill

- ed! 38 fascinating games in one! Great
m“?oto l";)?gpvl:l)l'o]e family. Increases skill at addition
subtraction, multiplication, division. Includes Dial
and Spinner, Num Cards, Dlastic Tokens, etc.—
also rules and directions.

Stock No. 70,204-Q............. $3.00 Pom)glld
N'l‘IAI FOR SCIENCE — BUSI-
%‘F%TSH—ICSOII?ISJSJEE' WE HAVE DOZENS OF NEW

ETIC AND MATH GAMES. LEARNING
AND  TEACHING AIDS. WRITE FOR OUR
FREE CATALOG Q.

Take Telephoto
Shots Thrv
7x50 MONOCULAR

This is fine quality, Amer-
ican mndle ‘ns:gntmellln T'
u ctua
U Govt. Hx50 Binocuhr Used for general
observatlon both day and night and to take fascinat-
in, hoto shots with your camera. Brand new,
gﬁ eP Due to Japanese competition we close
;.lhese ?utl a& eg bargain price. Directions and mounting
ints inclu
Stock No. 60,008-............ $15.00 Postpaid

FREE CATALOG-Q

100 Pages! Over 1000 Bargains!

America’s No. 1 source of supply for
science experimenters, hobbyists, Com-
plete line of Astronomical Telescope
arts and assembled Telescopes. Also
uge selection of lenses, prisms, war
surplus optical mstruments parts and
30! 'elescopes, microscopes
satellite scopes, binoculars, mtnred
sniperscopes, items for making
ence Fair’’ projects, math learning and
teaching aids. Request Catalog Q.
Order by Stock No.—Send Ch eck—-
Satisfaction Guaranteed.

EDMUND SCIENTIFIC CO.
BARRINGTON, NEW JERSEY
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Do you know that ...

SOLID MATTER is more than
99.99% empty space?

ELECTRONIC BRAINS solve all
problems with only two figures: 0
and 1?

MAN has not five but at least
ten physical senses?

THE MOON is better known to us

=

than the interior of the earth?
COLOR exists only in the eye of
the observer?
A STRAIGHT LINE is not always
the shortest distance between
two points?
You can find the answers to
thousands of questions on science
quickly and easily with

The Concise

Dictionary of Science
by Frank Gaynor

An up-to-date dictionary provid-
ing concise definitions of terms
and concepts pertaining to all
fields of science. Full coverage is
given to the newer sciences.

$10.00

Philosophical Library, Publishers
15 East 40 Street, New York 16
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Explore science with this free

Porter Science Kit.

“Your World of Science’ Book
"Wonders of Science” Folder

o Materials for an interesting
chemical experiment.

$1000 COLLEGE
SCHOLARSHIP CONTEST

Kit contains complete contest
information and entry blank.
Send for yours today!

--------_----------
§ Porter Chemical Co.

Dept. No. 31, Hagerstown, Md. Age...... o |
§ Send me my Free Science Kit. 1
1, 1
" [
B Address 1
: City. Zone ....... State.............. :
i '
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PORTER SCIENCE

Prepares Young America for World Leadership



